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ABSTRACT
Youth empowerment is widely defined as youth being actively involved in and
influencing their environment in such a way as to foster positive developmental
trajectories. Youth empowerment is fostered by such external aspects as positive
relationships with adults, having a safe and supportive environment, and being included
as meaningful contributors to teams. Given these aspects that enhance empowerment,
schools are poised to provide a natural context for fostering youth empowerment.
Relatedly, there is a national movement toward more comprehensive school mental
health (SMH) programs and services, and building youth empowerment within this field
is a logical and needed step, but very few efforts in this vein have occurred. This is likely
related to the fact that there are few validated measures of youth empowerment, and none
that specifically assess youth empowerment within the school context. The current study
aimed to construct a measure of youth empowerment in schools, using a mixed methods
approach to survey development. Youth perspectives and existing surveys were used to
aid in the development of a universal set of items to measure youth empowerment in
schools. A scale of 33 items assessing youth empowerment was administered to a sample
of 257 youth. Results indicated that youth empowerment is best captured by four factors
– opportunities that use student voice, representation of all student perspectives,
opportunities for student-led activities, and teacher support. The scale yielded high
internal consistency and demonstrated correlations with an existing measure of school
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climate, supporting its concurrent validity. Directions for using the newly developed
scale to build practice and research avenues are discussed.
Keywords: youth empowerment, school mental health, scale development
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Developing a Measure of Empowerment in Schools
Background
Research consistently indicates that when youth are given access to a safe and
supportive environment, have trusting relationships with adults, and can share in decision
making, that they are more likely to feel engaged and empowered (The Search Institute,
2006). Empowerment, furthermore, is related to additional positive outcomes, such as
increased self-efficacy, competence, and involvement in social action activities
(Armstrong & Manion, 2013; Gibson, Flaspohler, & Watts, 2015; The Search Institute,
2006). Although research highlights the positive aspects associated with youth
empowerment, progress in this area has been impeded.
That is, the concept of empowerment within youth-serving settings is captured
differently across studies, often confounding concepts such as engagement and treatment
participation. For instance, the use of the term “engagement” ranged from solely a
behavioral attribute (e.g., French, Reardon & Smith, 2003) of attendance in a program, to
inclusion of more attitudinal dimensions that emphasize how meaningful the engagement
is and the psychological investment of the individual in the program (Hock et al., 2015;
Pancer, Rose-Krasnow, & Loiselle, 2002; Sebastian et al., 2014). From this viewpoint,
behavioral engagement is necessary but not sufficient for empowering youth, which
appears to be consistent in the literature that uses the term “empowerment” compared to
“engagement.” However, where empowerment seems to differ from engagement is that
1

empowerment conceptualizations appear to go beyond merely engaging youth in
programs, and extend the focus to the act of increasing influence over one’s own
circumstances and their environment (Kaplan, Skolnik & Turnbull, 2009).
Further limiting efforts to understand empowerment is the lack of inclusion of
youth perspectives in the conceptualization of the construct to further our understanding
of experiences among the target population (Kohfeldt et al., 2011). Taken together, the
lack of consistency in how empowerment is conceptualized and the lack of inclusion of
the target population’s perspectives on the construct has impeded regular research and
practice attention on this topic.
Previous efforts by the current author (Phase I) have been conducted in this area
as an initial attempt to elucidate the construct of youth empowerment. Thus, Phase I of
the current project focused on summarizing and synthesizing existing literature on youth
empowerment to clarify the construct in order to enable its reliable measurement. The full
results of Phase I are not included in this current iteration, but rather a summary is
provided. This study focused on Phase II, the qualitative process of partnering with
youth, and Phase III, the quantitative development of a measure of youth empowerment
in schools, using best practices for instrumentation development as a guide (DeVellis,
2012). Thus, the goals of this project are to develop a measure of youth empowerment in
schools using youth input in conjunction with existing measures of youth empowerment,
as well as to assess the psychometric strength of the measure.
As was developed during Phase I of this project, the construct of youth
empowerment in schools is defined here as the process of active youth participation and
engagement of youth as meaningful partners in decision making in matters relating to
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their own care, such as through school activities and mental health promotional activities
in schools. Based on review of the literature conducted in Phase I that incorporated
literature that spanned concepts of “engagement” and “empowerment”, youth
empowerment is currently conceptualized to include three dimensions: attitudinal,
affective, and behavioral domains that intersect with the opportunities afforded within the
organization or system (e.g., Hock et al., 2015; Holden Messeri, Evans, Crankshaw, &
Ben-Davies, 2004). Although most writings focus on the behavioral, attitudinal, and
affective aspects, the organization or the system is highlighted here, as empowerment is
not necessarily an overarching quality that an individual possesses across all contexts, but
rather, is fostered within settings that promote such activities. The multi-dimensional
nature of the construct highlights the conceptualization of empowerment to encompass
attendance in opportunities, emotional connection to those opportunities and the
organization, as well as a belief that your involvement is important (Hock et al., 2015).
Empowerment is thought to be a process that continues to develop over time, rather than
as a goal that an individual accomplishes (Kaplan et al., 2009).
Empowerment has been extensively studied, and researchers have attempted to
elucidate the conceptual definition across fields. Indeed, Rappaport (1987), a community
psychologist who did seminal work in this area defined empowerment as, “a belief in the
power of people to be both masters of their own fate and involved in the life of their
several communities” (p. 142). However, to date, these conceptualizations of youth
empowerment were developed by researchers to represent youth, rather than coconstructed alongside youth as equal contributors in the conceptualization. Given the
existing state of the literature and the overlap of related constructs such as “engagement”
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and “empowerment”, inclusion of youth in the discourse of conceptualization could serve
to further our understanding of the construct as well as to serve as an inherently
empowering process through their inclusion.
Youth empowerment emphasizes the importance of teaching youth to become
masters of their own fate in a developmentally supportive context. That is, the study of
empowerment among youth has been developed to include specific qualities necessary
for fostering empowerment, such as access to a safe and supportive environment,
opportunities to share in decision making, and meaningful partnerships with trusted
adults that can promote outcomes that contribute to a positive developmental trajectory
(Jacquez, Vaughn, & Wagner, 2013; Quaglia Institute for Student Aspirations, 2014; The
Search Institute, 2006).
Furthermore, empowerment represents the intersection between the system or
organization itself (e.g., access to external assets) and the individual level dimensions of
behavioral, attitudinal, and affective domains (Segal, Silverman, & Temkin, 1995;
Pullmann et al., 2013). Together, the individual and system levels cultivate the process of
empowerment, enhance individual resiliency, and promote mental health. That is,
previous conceptualizations of empowerment often highlight behavioral, cognitive,
and/or affective components of the concept; however, they fail to take into account
organizational components related to fostering engagement and empowerment (Holden et
al., 2004; Kohfeldt et al., 2011).
In this project, these dimensions are discussed and captured in the context of
adolescents, particularly among youth in high school. This age is important, as these
youth are poised developmentally to transition into more adult roles and take more

4

agency over decision making as it influences their own lives across contexts.
Furthermore, age is relevant for empowerment within schools specifically, as Debnam
and colleagues (2013) found that older adolescents were more likely to report a higher
connection to their school, which is an important foundation for fostering empowerment.
Given the qualities of a setting that are related to fostering empowerment among
youth, schools are uniquely positioned to provide youth access to environmental aspects
that can enhance empowerment. As the majority of American youth attend school, they
provide a context for natural contact with trusted adults in a safe and supportive
environment that can serve to enhance youth mental wellness. Furthermore, schools are
charged with providing a continuum of supportive services for students, with the current
school mental health (SMH) paradigm ranging from building mental health resiliency of
all students to more traditional individualized services (Weist & Murray, 2007),
emphasizing services across the multi-tiered system of supports that represent the current
school milieu (PBIS, 2016). As youth empowerment has been shown to be linked to
positive developmental trajectories (The Search Institute, 2006), efforts to enhance
empowerment within schools appropriately fall within the current SMH paradigm of
mental health supports for youth in schools, particularly when examining efforts to
enhance resiliency at a universal or population level. Thus, schools offer a unique context
for measuring empowerment, as it provides a natural organization context that can offer
individuals access to empowerment fostering activities.
As research on schools as settings to promote youth empowerment advances, a
foundational need is to better operationalize relevant constructs. In particular, there is a
need to develop validated measures of youth empowerment that can be used by school
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staff and SMH collaborators to identify particular strategies to promote it. The need for
strong measurement in the area of youth empowerment is needed to not only impact the
momentum and focus on empowerment in schools, but also to serve as a useful and
applicable tool that can be used by providers in schools. As schools continue to focus on
the need to build resiliency and foster self-serving youth as they transition toward
adulthood, measurement that provides a snapshot of how well the school provides
opportunities for fostering empowerment can allow for school personnel to implement
structural and organizational supports to help ensure access to those opportunities. Thus,
schools offer an appropriate milieu for the measurement of empowerment as well as to
further our understanding and focus of the concept of fostering empowerment among
young people more generally by examining empowerment within this natural context.
Phase I of the study conducted prior to the current study synthesized the literature
and developed the construct of youth empowerment within schools based on the existing
state of the research. Based on work done in Phase I, the construct of empowerment was
hypothesized to be a multidimensional process. Furthermore, Phase I of the project
indicated that the existing field has inconsistent and often in-house measurement
strategies in place that prevent furthering our understanding of empowerment. Phases II
and III, the goals of this dissertation, are to now develop a measure of youth
empowerment in schools using items from existing instruments that have demonstrated
strengths in measuring youth empowerment that can applied to school settings, as well as
developing new items based on youth input. Specifically, the dissertation aims to partner
with youth participants in Phase II in order to co-construct a vision for youth
empowerment in school settings, using themes to generate new items that, in conjunction
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with selected items from existing measures, can provide a valid measure of
empowerment in schools. This co-construction of empowerment in schools using youth
views is a necessary progression in understanding youth empowerment, as to date, youth
have not been incorporated in the study of youth empowerment.
Following development of the measure, this project aims to examine the
psychometric properties of the measure during Phase III. The specific research questions
included examining 1) the dimensional structure of the measure to determine whether the
new measure constructed using youth input demonstrates the same dimensional structure
as the conceptualized definition in the current literature; 2) examine reliability statistics
of the measure; and 3) examine the relationship of the new measure of youth
empowerment with an existing measure of school climate, a related but distinct concept
that will aide in developing the validity of the measure.
A thorough review of youth empowerment and guiding theory to empowerment is
beyond the scope of the current project and was covered in detail in Phase I, but review
of key concepts relevant to guide the current work toward the need for measurement
especially within the context of schools and school mental health will be reviewed. A
brief overview of underlying theoretical frameworks in youth empowerment, including
Positive Youth Development (PYD; The Search Institute, 2006), the critical youth
empowerment framework (Jennings, Parra-Medina, Messias & McLoughlin, 2006) and
Hart’s Ladder of Engagement (Hart, 1992) provides the context for the conceptualization
of youth empowerment as it is articulated in this project and how it can be applied for
school settings. Next, the background of SMH and its connection to youth empowerment
theory is reviewed, followed by a review of the primary barriers and current state of
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measurement of youth empowerment. Finally, the process of instrument development is
presented to introduce the current study.
Guiding Theoretical Frameworks
Several theoretical models have been used to develop a conceptual theory that
highlight the link between fostering empowerment among youth and positive outcomes
that aide in the conceptualization of youth empowerment in schools and guide the
development for youth empowerment in more specific settings, such as schools.
Positive youth development. Positive youth development (PYD) emphasizes the
importance of enhancing youths’ opportunities for “leadership, altruism, and civic
engagement” to promote a positive life trajectory across development (p. 170; Larson,
2000). PYD conceptualizes youth development from a resiliency and mental health
promotion stance, rather than youth as individuals with deficits who must be treated for
those struggles (Kurtines, Ferrer-Wreder, Berman, Lorente, Silverman, & Montgomery,
2008). According to this model, when youth are given opportunities for meaningful
engagement within a context, coupled with an intrinsic motivation to be an active agent
in that setting, they are empowered to have a more active role in their life trajectories and
experience skill development (Larson, 2000). Although not specifically designed for
school contexts, the PYD model outlines many of the external assets that already exist in
school settings.
The PYD approach to programming includes concepts such as providing
developmentally appropriate tasks for youth, bridging efforts of schools and communities
to enhance environments to be more conducive for supporting the needs of youth and for
providing opportunities for leadership that can foster development of strong identities,
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belongingness, and increased resiliency (Oregon Commission on Children & Families,
2008). The developmental assets model of youth development is the result of resiliency
factors that are built from PYD approaches. Developmental assets are variables that
contribute to a healthy developmental trajectory among adolescents. Among those
variables include an emphasis on environmental factors, the importance of building
empowerment, and internal aspects such as meaningful engagement in activities and
intrinsic motivation that lead to a healthy life. According to this model, when youth have
access to these developmental assets, they are more likely to develop the skills and
resiliency needed for positive adult development (The Search Institute, 2006).
Critical youth empowerment model. The critical youth empowerment
framework for conceptualizing youth empowerment and positive development includes a
focus on the importance of external factors, such as access to a safe and supportive
environment, opportunities for equitable partnerships with adults, and participation in
sociopolitical process, along with intrinsic factors such as meaningful participation and
engagement in social reflection, that lead to empowered young people (Jennings et al.,
2006). Critical youth empowerment model builds from the positive youth development
perspective by emphasizing the importance of promotional efforts that impact positive
developmental trajectories, but includes a more targeted focus on civic engagement to
build empowerment among youth. Furthermore, critical youth empowerment expands on
PYD perspectives by extending the focus beyond just individual empowerment to
collective empowerment and the impact that empowered youth can have on their schools
and communities (Jennings et al., 2006).
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Hart’s Ladder of Youth Engagement. One way in which youth engagement and
empowerment has been used in the existing literature is through operationalizing youth
involvement in organizations. That is, youth engagement and empowerment in projects
has been conceptualized as falling on a continuum, often captured in texts as rungs on a
ladder (Hart, 1992). These rungs, or levels of youth involvement, include a range of
involvement with youth, with manipulation of youth, in which adult support of youth
leadership is superficial or disingenuous, as the bottom rung. The top of the ladder, or
highest level of student involvement is highlighted by equitable youth-adult partnerships,
in which adults view youth team members as equal partners and share in decision making
fully in regards to programming. Interactions on the lower end of the spectrum highlight
potentially harmful relationships between adults and youth that can serve to disempower
youth, whereas those on the higher end result in youth empowerment.
School Mental Health
Youth empowerment can be fostered through access to youth-led activities,
having an invested connection in group activities, and access to partnerships with trusted
adults (The Search Institute, 2006). Given that previous research has shown a link
between empowerment and wellness, and that schools can provide a natural access point
for many of these external developmental assets, it is important to understand the role
that schools play in supporting youth mental health and wellness promotion that relate to
empowerment (Gibson et al., 2015; Sebastian et al., 2014). This section provides an
overview of school mental health (SMH), and the role that schools currently play in
mental health promotional efforts among youth, and the connection to youth
empowerment in this context. To date, the roles that schools can play in offering a natural
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context for fostering youth empowerment has yet to be articulated in a manner that can
contribute toward the development of measurement.
With the high rates of youth who experience mental health disturbances coupled
with reports of a lack of quality and accessible care available (President’s New Freedom
Commission on Mental Health, 2003), SMH services were developed to better meet the
mental health needs of youth and families. Indeed, although schools have served as the
“de facto” mental health system for years (Burns et al., 1995), more recently federal
initiatives such as the President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health (2003)
have emphasized the role that schools should be playing in reaching youth and reducing
barriers to individualized and quality mental health care. As the majority of American
youth attend schools, they serve as a medium for meeting student and family needs and
reducing transportation and other barriers to receiving care by utilizing existing platforms
for access (Weist, Lever, Bradshaw, & Owens 2014). SMH services provide early
identification and a means for reaching youth in need (Green et al., 2013), and can exist
to provide mental health supports that expand beyond the traditional intervention model
(Weist & Murray, 2007).
School mental health services not only developed as a need for increasing access
for youth, but also as a need for reducing youth barriers to educational success (Michael,
Renkert, Wandler, & Stamey, 2009). That is, approximately 20% of youth exhibit
symptoms of a diagnosable mental health concern over the course of a year (Kataoka,
Zhanng, & Wells, 2002; Merikangas et al., 2010; Satcher, 1999). Furthermore, youth who
experience significant mental health symptoms are more likely to experience other
consequences, such as high school dropout (Kauffman, 2008). Because of the high rates
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of mental health supports that are needed within schools, student mental health needs
often exceed the school’s existing workforce capacity (Weist et al., 2014). The current
SMH model relies on a partnership with school personnel and community agencies in
order to provide multi-tiered programs and supports to best fit students’ needs within the
education setting (Weist et al., 2014). When done well, these expanded supports fit
within the existing school milieu and serve as integrated mental health efforts to support
the overall wellness promotion of students, rather than as stand-alone services (Michael,
Bernstein, Owens, Albright & Anderson-Butcher, 2014). Thus, strong SMH efforts
include mental health promotional activities through individual services, representing a
tiered approach to mental health services in schools.
These expanded SMH services have been gaining momentum for the past two to
three decades capitalizing on advantages of providing services to children and youth,
“where they are” (Weist & Evans, 2005). In addition, studies have documented that
students receiving SMH services have shown improved mental health symptoms
(Albright et al., 2013; Baskin, Slaten, Crosby et al., 2010) as well as improvements in
grades and academic functioning (Baskin, Sorenson, Glover-Russell, & Merson, 2010).
Furthermore, while other more traditional service sectors present barriers for
treatment and often provide services only for youth in need, implementing mental health
supports in schools allows for opportunities to expand services by having access to large
groups of youth to implement more universal prevention and promotion programs, to
consult with parents and teachers, as well as to bridge services with youth are involved in
multiple agencies (PBIS 2016; Simonsen, Sugai, & Fairbanks, 2007). Schools provide
opportunities for students to provide input on school decision teams and participate in

12

activities that reflect leadership and civil engagement. These services as a whole
represent mental health services within schools, and move from the traditional treatment
model to a more resiliency and proactive model.
Increasingly, SMH is being provided within the context of other programs
focusing on multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) involving promotion/prevention at
Tier 1, early intervention at Tier 2, and intervention at Tier 3. For instance, Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS; PBIS, 2016) is an example of a schoolwide multi-tiered approach to enhancing student social, emotional, behavioral and
academic functioning that is rapidly growing in implementation worldwide (PBIS, 2016;
Simonsen et al., 2007). In this vein, activities centered on enhancing youth mental health
all fall within the spectrum of school mental health services, with the degree of intensity
of intervention (e.g., proactive strategies versus treatment) indicating the tier in which the
service is delivered (e.g., universal, prevention, intervention).
Given these multiple tiers in which to intervene, as well as increased access to
youth, schools are well positioned to offer opportunities to enhance empowerment among
youth. Indeed, “successful schools are safe, supportive, and challenging environments
that provide all students with positive conditions for learning and enhance their social
competence and academic performance” (Bradshaw, Bottiani, Osher, & Sugai, 2014, p.
101; Osher, Bear, Sprague, & Doyle, 2010). Based on this view, schools and SMH
programs provide a natural lens through which to view youth empowerment. As there is a
movement in the health literature focused on increasing patient empowerment through
partnered decision making in their treatment (e.g., Sebastian et al., 2014), similarly there
is a growing focus on how youth can be actively engaged in school decisions and
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enhance empowerment based on that meaningful involvement (Atkins et al., 1998;
Fletcher, 2005; McCutcheon et al., 2014; Ozer, Ritterman, & Wanis, 2010; Voight,
2015). Providing opportunities for shared decision making, leadership, and access to
supportive and caring adults reflects the universal level of empowerment that schools are
able to provide.
However, despite this growing focus on empowerment and the role that schools
can play in fostering it, there is a need for more systematic strategies for engaging youth
in decision making and active involvement in their schools in order to move this to the
forefront of schools’ agendas. For instance, having strong measurement of youth
empowerment within this unique setting is one such step toward increasing youth
empowerment within the agendas in schools. As the research in this area continues to
gain momentum and measurement exists that can communicate how schools are serving
to empower youth, school personnel may feel more equipped to incorporate increased
opportunities for youth to guide decisions in the school. Thus, the existing measurement
of youth empowerment within schools and SMH are reviewed in order to better
understand the current state of this field.
Measuring Youth Empowerment in School Mental Health
In examining youth empowerment literature, key factors that have limited
research progress are differences in methodological and evaluation approaches. For
example, methodological approaches vary from examination of anecdotal reflections of
experiences (Arkind et al., 2015; Davidson, Manion, Davidson, & Brandon, 2006;
Harvard Family Research Project, 2002; Kurtines 2008; Wilson et al., 2007), to inclusion
of mixed methods approaches to examine changes over time (Berg, Coman, & Schensul,
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2009; Dallago, Cristini, Perkins, Nation & Santinello, 2010; Ferrera et al., 2015;
Lexington Youth Leadership Academy [LYLA]; Otis, 2006; Town Youth Participation
Strategies, 2003; Voight, 2015; Yeh et al., 2015; Zimmerman, Stewart, Morrel-Samuels,
Franzen, & Reischl, 2011). However, even among those programs that utilize
questionnaires or surveys to examine change in empowerment and associated
developmental outcomes as a result of engagement in the program, the questionnaires
differ according to program site or in some cases were developed in-house to be used for
that particular program (Dallago et al., 2010; Ferrera et al., 2015; Otis, 2006; Town
Youth Participation Strategies, 2003; Zimmerman et al., 2011).
By utilizing questionnaires developed specifically for individual project needs,
barriers are presented to implementing a consistent strategy for incorporating youth
empowerment agendas in research and practice settings. Without validated measurement,
conclusions regarding youth empowerment cannot be drawn across studies, despite the
number of research agendas that include a youth empowerment focus. Use of validated
measures in combination with qualitative approaches to understanding the process and
perspectives of those involved in the programs will serve to strengthen the understanding
of empowerment among youth. Furthermore, regular utilization of psychometrically
sound measures of empowerment ensures that across programs and disciplines that the
construct being evaluated is consistent, thus increasing our ability to further our
understanding of youth empowerment widely.
Further perpetuating inconsistent measurement strategies in youth empowerment
research, measurement barriers in general contribute to our lack of understanding of
youth empowerment widely, and more specifically within the school context. Indeed,
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there were a dearth of established measures identified for assessing youth empowerment
generally, and even fewer examples of valid and reliable assessments that can be
implemented in school settings (Ozer & Douglas, 2015). Given the unique context of
schools that can provide access to external assets associated with fostering empowerment,
understanding empowerment in this context will serve as a foundation for how to foster
empowerment in additional youth serving organizational settings as well.
Of the measures that were found that are available in the public domain, they
represent measurement designed to be implemented following involvement in community
interventions or to apply to more general community settings. That is, while some have
scales or individual items that are applicable to school settings (e.g., Ozer & Schotland,
2011), there is not a known measure available in the public domain that assesses youth
empowerment as it applies specifically within the context of schools and the unique
opportunities afforded in this natural setting. Public domain measurement is
advantageous for researchers, as it increases researcher access to validated measurement,
ensuring that quality measurement is more accessible to implement in real-world settings
(Goldberg et al., 2006). Furthermore, as schools are positioned to take on a greater role
in mental health promotional efforts (Weist, et al., 2014), offering high quality public
domain tools increases schools’ access to the measure, rather than presenting additional
barriers such as budgetary restrictions to having youth empowerment incorporated within
school research agendas. Proprietary measures, on the other hand, are usually developed
by corporations which require fees for use and strict regulations regarding use and
publication of findings with those measures. Presenting barriers such as these to a
research area that is already slow in momentum may only serve to further slow progress.

16

There is a need for a “gold standard” measure of youth empowerment within schools that
can serve to provide a validated measure of existing school qualities that foster youth
empowerment and is easily accessible to schools and researchers in order to increase the
inclusion of youth empowerment in research.
In examining existing measures, there are scales that can lend themselves to the
current aims of measuring youth empowerment in schools, but none that seem to provide
an exact measurement in this unique natural setting. For instance, Ozer and Schotland’s
(2011) Psychological Empowerment Scale assesses empowerment among high school
students across four scales: Sociopolitical Skills (α = .81), Motivation to Influence (α =
.80), Participatory Behavior (α = .83), and Perceived Control (α = .80). Confirmatory
Factor Analyses were conducted in order to examine whether the scale assessed a fourfactor model of empowerment across settings as purported by authors. Ozer and
Schotland (2011) conceptualized psychological empowerment to encompass the
adolescents’ motivation to influence their environment, participatory behaviors,
sociopolitical skills, and perceived control over their settings. Examination of nonnormal
fit index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and chi-square as goodness of fit indices offered support for the four-factor
model of psychological empowerment as articulated by the authors (χ2(344) = 1006.65, p
< .001; NNFI = .82, CFI = .84, and RMSEA = 0.07.3; Ozer & Schotland, 2011).
This measure presents promise, as the subscales demonstrate adequate reliability
(α = .80 or higher), fit indices offered support to their conceptualization of a broad
concept of empowerment across contexts as a four-factor model, and the Motivation to
Influence scale includes a focus on the student’s motivation to take an active stance over
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an issue within their school or community, a concept that seems particularly salient based
on the theoretical developmental of the construct as it is articulated here. However, the
items that pertain specifically to school are limited, offering a restricted view of
perceptions related to the youth’s influence over his or her school. Furthermore, questions
relating to perceived opportunities for enhancing empowerment within school are more
limited, with more emphasis being placed on actual behavior or intentions of behavior,
limiting the full understanding of empowerment in schools as it has been articulated here.
There is a need to more thoroughly develop our understanding of youth perceptions of
opportunities available to them in their school that impact perceptions of empowerment,
given that the conceptualization of empowerment includes not only behavioral aspects,
but perceptions regarding opportunities and whether their involvement in those make a
difference.
Similarly, the Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005)
assesses the quality of youth and adult partnerships, an important aspect of the
environment that contributes to youth empowerment, but is not a direct measure of youth
empowerment. The items assess the quality of the youth-adult partnership across three
scales: Youth Involvement (α = .83), Adult Involvement (α = .84), and Youth-Adult
Interaction (α = .87). Information regarding the validity or factor structure of the
Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005) were not found;
however, the scale has been used to assess the perceptions of adult-youth relationships
following interventions targeting increased youth voice (Bading, Boyd, Lawver, Ulmer,
& Boeman, 2012; Jones & Perkins, 2006). Although this measure may enhance our
understanding of one specific aspect related to empowerment, it does not offer a direct

18

measurement of youth empowerment, and again, is not designed for the specific
application of empowerment in schools. However, items from the scale may offer a
glimpse into adult and youth relationships, as access to supportive and trusted adults is an
aspect of the environment that fosters empowerment (The Search Institute, 2006).
Walker et al. (2010) developed the Youth Empowerment Scale – Mental Health in
order to assess youth self-efficacy and perceptions of empowerment in directing mental
health service needs. This measure offers an opportunity to assess beliefs and behaviors
among youth between the ages of 14 and 21-years old who experience emotional
difficulties and their perceptions that they can take control of their mental health services.
The items assess empowerment across 3 subscales: Self (α = .85) Service (α = .83), and
System (α = .88). Exploratory factor analysis conducted on the scale indicated that a 3factor model of empowerment among youth in services that accounted for 52% of the
variance. The factors included empowerment at the levels of the system, the services, and
the self (Walker et al., 2010). Although this measures presents adequate psychometric
properties, it is limited in applicability to youth who are receiving mental health
treatment, rather than serving to assess perceptions of all youth more widely. Although it
holds promise for assessment of perspectives of youth receiving individualized support
within schools, such as through individual therapy or through what is considered Tier II
or III services within schools, it has more limited applicability to youth at the larger
population level who are receiving more universally implemented supports through the
Tier I level of supports, as empowerment is articulated in this project.
Although the above-mentioned scales offer psychometric strengths and are easily
available for researchers to use, they are limited for their application in school settings.
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That is, although some questions include references to school or classroom, none of the
measures were developed for specific implementation within the school setting, but rather
for more general adult-youth partnerships or for other settings (Jones & Perkins, 2005;
Ozer & Schotland, 2011; Walker et al. 2010). While some of the items may provide
useful information for youth empowerment within schools, none of the measures as a
whole provide a complete assessment of youth empowerment in this context. Schools
provide unique opportunities for youth to interact with teachers and other adults, and a
context to serve on decision-making teams and hold leadership roles (Weist, et al., 2014).
Given the role schools play in the everyday lives of youth, an easily accessible measure is
needed to provide an assessment of whether youth feel empowered in these natural
contexts.
Two proprietary measures were identified that more specifically assess topics
related to youth empowerment within the school setting. The Quaglia Institute has
designed a survey to assess eight conditions of a school setting that relate to youth
empowerment, including: belongingness, heroes, sense of accomplishment, fun and
excitement, curiosity and creativity, spirit of adventure, leadership and responsibility, and
the confidence to take action (Quaglia, 2014). A strength of this measure, particularly as
it relates to this project is its specific use for measurement in schools. However, a major
shortcoming of this particular measure is its proprietary nature, and the difficulty to
obtain the measure for use. Furthermore, psychometric properties of the measure are not
provided, further limiting its utility. School personnel are instead encouraged to register
their school and assess their students without information regarding the strength of this
survey to measure the purported constructs.
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Similarly, The Search Institute (2006) has developed a survey of developmental
assets, the Developmental Assets Profile (DAP; Leffert et al., 1998) that measures
external and internal aspects related to enhancing youth empowerment (The Search
Institute, 2006). The DAP is a 58-item survey designed for youth ages 8 – 18 to
complete. The DAP also includes optional modules to allow for more flexible or in depth
assessment of areas related to youth development. The DAP has established psychometric
properties, with the total score yielding high internal reliability (α = .97). Areas of
measurement include examining External Assets (α = .93) and Internal Assets (α = .95).
External Assets included subdomains of Support (α = .85), Empowerment (α = .77),
Boundaries and Expectations (α = .87), and Constructive Use of Time (α = .59). Internal
Assets included subdomains of Commitment to Learning (α = .85), Positive Values (α =
.87), Social Competencies (α = .82), and Positive Identity (α = .85).
Furthermore, according to Leffert et al. (1998), exploratory factor analyses of the
DAP were conducted as part of an unpublished research project. According to Leffert et
al.’s (1998) summary of the factor analysis results, a 16-factor solution accounted for
49.6% of the variance among high school populations (p. 218), and all 16 factors fell on
one of the eight identified categories of assets that foster empowerment according to the
Positive Youth Development Model (The Search Institute, 2006). Furthermore, the DAP
has demonstrated validity through its convergence with similar constructs, including life
satisfaction (Zullig, Teoli, & Ward, 2011) and the concept of thriving (Benson & Scales,
2009).
As the developmental assets are a major tenet of the Positive Youth Development
(PYD; The Search Institute, 2006) view of youth empowerment, this scale offers promise
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for being a gold standard approach for measuring youth empowerment in multiple
settings. However, it also requires a fee for use, presenting a barrier to use in real-world
settings that are often limited by tight budgets. As schools’ budgets are often stretched
and allocation generally given to strict academic needs, using a measurement tool with
schools that require a fee greatly reduces its feasibility for use. The measurement of
empowerment within schools, as opposed to more general empowerment measurement, is
necessary due to specific contextual opportunities and access to external assets within
that setting that can contribute to our understanding of empowerment more broadly.
Thus, presenting measurement that is accessible and generalizable for the school setting
is a needed direction for the assessment of empowerment.
Furthermore, each of the measures reviewed have been developed in the context
of researchers’ proposition regarding the construct and conceptualization of
empowerment, and to date, partnership with youth toward capturing empowerment
toward measurement has not been documented. That is, using youth perspectives to help
build the measurement of empowerment according to their own perceptions is an
empowering process in itself, and is lacking in the existing state of measurement
(Kohfeldt et al., 2011; Russell, Muraco, Subramaniam, & Laub, 2009). Indeed, youth
report a connection between the perception of being heard and that voice being respected
to feeling more empowered to make a difference in their environment (Rusell et al.,
2009), and given that the goal is to adequately capture the construct of empowerment, the
lack of inclusion of youth involvement in the development of measurement seems to be a
disservice and a limitation in the existing literature. Thus, as measures are developed to
capture youth empowerment in schools, there is a need to partner with youth and co-
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construct definitions of engagement/empowerment as well to ensure the concept is
accurately identified and measured (Kohfeldt et al., 2011; Russell et al., 2009).
In examining these measures, it is clear that some efforts have been made to
further our understanding of youth-led initiatives through assessment of youths’
behaviors representative of empowerment, perceptions of the quality of relationships with
trusted adults, and perceptions on confidence in controlling mental health services.
However, despite the strengths of the existing measures, there are elements specific to the
school context that are not fully captured in measures designed for other community
contexts or are not captured in these existing measures, such as opportunities to serve as
leaders and impact school decisions and relationships with adults in the school who can
support student initiatives. Furthermore, the measures are lacking in their inclusion of
youth participation, and allowing youth to provide input toward development of items,
which would be in line with the empowerment process (Russell et al., 2009).
Moreover, the lack of regular implementation of these measures in practice
despite existing literature to support their reliability highlights the lack of a “gold
standard” or usual measurement approach for youth empowerment widely, as individual
programs are developing in-house measurement rather than using validated instruments.
Therefore, there is a need for building from these tools and developing a universal set of
items available in the public domain that assesses youth empowerment in schools in order
to increase our understanding of youth perceptions of opportunities for fostering
empowerment in their schools to optimize our services available to them.
The lack of consistent conceptualization in the construct of empowerment and the
lack of implementation of validated measurement in practice raises questions as to
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whether researchers are indeed targeting the constructs they purport to target. Thus,
although the connection between empowerment and positive outcomes has been
established (Larson, 2000; The Search Institute, 2006), there still remain barriers to
regular implementation in research and practice strategies due to these constraints
regarding conceptualization. Therefore, by partnering with youth to further understand
the conceptualization of the construct of empowerment in schools, the stage can be set for
the next step in establishing the evidence-base in this area: the development of a
psychometrically sound measurement tool for application with schools that is available in
the public domain. The next section will highlight the tenets of scale construction and the
process for developing a measurement tool to assess youth empowerment in schools.
Instrument Development
As the area of youth empowerment currently lacks a standard assessment
approach, and the common practice is often to use in-house assessments to evaluate youth
empowerment (e.g., Otis, 2009; Town Youth Participation Strategies, 2003; Zimmerman
et al., 2001), there is a need to develop a set of universal items designed to measure youth
empowerment in schools. In order to design an instrument to assess youth empowerment,
it is important to first identify the construct of interest. Youth empowerment in schools is
an example of a latent construct, in which the assessment is dependent on measurement
indirectly through a series of items (DeVellis, 2012). As reviewed earlier, measurement
of youth empowerment generally has been stymied due to a lack of consensus on defining
the construct generally, as well as mixing terminology that overlaps, such as engagement,
youth voice, and empowerment. Therefore, the first step in scale development is to distill
literature and clarify the construct of interest (DeVellis, 2012). Phase I of this project
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focused on a thorough literature review with the goal of clarifying the construct of
interest. The targeted definition of youth empowerment based on Phase I of this project
is, the process of active youth participation and engagement of youth as meaningful
partners in decision making in matters relating to their own care, such as through school
activities and mental health promotional activities in schools. This definition was
developed during Phase I through detailed review of the literature of youth engagement
and empowerment and a synthesis of themes across mental health research fields and was
constructed as empowerment applies within the school setting. The focus of
empowerment as articulated during Phase I of this project included a focus on youth
taking an active stance in their school and captures the behavioral, attitudinal, and
affective dimensions that make up the overarching concept of empowerment.
Furthermore, co-construction of the definition alongside youth participants is missing in
empowerment research to date (Kohfeldt et al., 2011), and will be a key piece of
conceptualizing the construct of youth empowerment in schools in the current project.
Item development. According to DeVellis (2012), there are three steps in
developing a scale that assess the targeted construct. As discussed in the proceeding
section, the first step is to clarify the concept to be measured. Describing theoretical
underpinnings and distilling existing literature are needed to clarify the targeted construct
which is to be studied and in order to make hypotheses regarding how the construct
functions. Phase I of this project focused on the synthesis of the literature and the
multidimensional nature of the construct. However, this hypothesis of the specific
dimensions of the construct are based on a review of the literature, and does not include
youth perspectives in that development.
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Following development of a clear conceptualization of the construct under
question is to construct scale items. The item pool should provide a comprehensive
measure of the construct by sampling from a universal set of items that relate to the
construct. Generating items for the scale, it is important to consider redundancy in the
items, in which items that can capture the construct through responses to similar items is
more desirable for optimizing measurement compared to redundancy that is related to
altering the grammatical structure. In addition, the language and appropriate grade level
for wording of items is important, as responses to the items are dependent on
participants’ correct interpretation of the item as it relates to the construct. Focus groups
can be used to assist with item development, as sampling from the population of interest
can aide in gaining an understanding of how the construct is discussed and viewed among
the targeted population. As the current scale for this study is targeted for adolescents in a
high school setting, this aspect is particularly important, as items should be easy to
comprehend, and thus reduce the use of overly wordy or descriptive items (DeVellis,
2012).
The final step in item development is to consider the format of items on the scale.
Some theoretical models are more conducive to particular formats than others. For
instance, measurement of the presence or absence of an event would be best assessed
through dichotomous items, whereas gradations of perceptions are captured through
Likert response formats. Furthermore, providing multiple response options within an item
allow for increasing variability and increase the opportunity to discriminate differences
within the construct (DeVellis, 2012).
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Following identification of a pool of items, an expert panel should be utilized to
provide feedback on the items. Expert feedback increases validity of the scale through
input on how the construct is being represented, the content of the items, and to include
feedback on ways in which the construct is not being assessed (DeVellis, 2012). The
current study will be incorporating items from existing measures reviewed above, as well
developing new items in conjunction with youth input, the use of an expert panel is
essential for ensuring the items accurately capture the construct.
Items to assess youth empowerment in schools were generated through
identifying existing items that measure important aspects of youth empowerment (e.g.,
perceived opportunities, reports of behavior, and youth-adult partnerships). Therefore, the
universal set of items designed to measure youth empowerment in schools began by
identifying items from existing measures in the public domain, specifically the
Psychological Empowerment Scale (Ozer & Schotland, 2011), the Youth Empowerment
Scale – Mental Health (Walker et al., 2010), and the Involvement and Interaction Rating
Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005). Because no one identified scale is used consistently to
measure youth empowerment in school and therefore serves as the “gold standard,” nor
serves to assess all aspects of youth empowerment that are purported to be of importance
based on guiding theories (e.g., aspects of the external environment and perceptions of
availability within schools), the instrument was developed by combining relevant items
from existing scales identified as relevant based on consideration of the literature and the
guiding theory. Furthermore, additional items were developed following focus groups
with youth participants in order to provide a measure of specific aspects of schools and
the students’ opportunities within school environments that are not captured in the other
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instruments (e.g., relationships and availability of teachers and staff, participation on
school decision making teams, opportunities to participate in student-led clubs and
activities, perceptions of being able to influence school policy, students being able to
work together to make change in their school).
Reliability and validity. When evaluating the merit of instrumentation,
reliability, or the extent to which the measure performs in consistent and predictable
ways, is an important aspect of measurement. The goal then is to develop a measure that
performs consistently and predictably across samples, as it indicates that the measure is
indeed assessing the same construct (DeVellis, 2012). A specific indication of reliability
of a measure is Cronbach’s alpha (α), a commonly used measure of internal reliability.
Internal reliability provides a measure of how homogenous the items in the scale are, or
the proportion of shared variance among items; an internally reliable scale indicates that
the items on a scale are measuring a similar construct (DeVellis, 2012). The identified
measures of aspects of youth empowerment (Jones & Perkins, 2005; Ozer & Schotland,
2011; Walker et al., 2010) from which some items will be pulled to contribute toward the
new scale have demonstrated good internal consistency, with all scales demonstrating
alphas of .80 or higher. Alpha is predicated on the number of items in a scale, the average
covariance among the items, and the total variance.
In addition to ensuring the scale performs predictability and consistently,
establishing validity is a necessary step in developing good instrumentation. That is,
validity is the extent to which the scores represent the true underlying construct, or the
accuracy of the items in measuring the construct (DeVellis, 2012). It is possible for a
scale to be reliable but not valid, and therefore taking steps to ensure the instrument
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demonstrates both consistency and accuracy is important. According to Messick (1989),
validity should be determined through an integrated judgment of empirical evidence and
theoretical rationale to support the adequacy of the inferences made from the test scores.
Through this view, validity is moving away from the more traditional three-model of
validity and toward a view that validity is a single construct that is comprised of different
types of evidence (Messick, 1989). However, consideration of the empirical evidence are
derived from the more traditional validity conceptualization of inclusion of content and
criterion-related validity. From the traditional view, content validity indicates the extent
to which the items reflect the content, or how well the individual items tap into the target
construct. This can be established through using an expert panel to provide input and
feedback on how well the items are indeed capturing the construct based on their
experience. Criterion-related validity is the extent to which items associate with some
“gold standard” criterion of the construct (DeVellis, 2012). As mentioned, to date, there
is no gold standard assessment of youth empowerment in schools that is available in the
public domain, which is the basis for the development of a universal set of items.
Construct validity is related to both of the aforementioned approaches, and is
concerned with the theory and the relationship of the construct to other variables, and that
the construct behaves as one would expect based on this theory (DeVellis, 2012). For
instance, the theoretical underpinnings of empowerment among youth emphasizes the
external qualities of a setting that may foster empowerment. When translating this
research to youth empowerment within schools, there is a conceptual relationship to
aspects of school climate. That is, school climate focuses on the relationships between
teachers and students and the qualities of the school that impact the learning environment,
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characteristics also emphasized as important external assets needed for fostering youth
empowerment (The Search Institute, 2006).
However, although related to empowerment, school climate remains a distinct
construct, especially as the research of youth empowerment in schools to date has not
been a systematic focus. One method of building the validity of measurement is in
building the nomological net, or examining how the measure performs compared to
measures of both convergent and divergent constructs. That is, in building a nomological
net (DeVellis, 2012) of associations of youth empowerment involves consideration for
constructs that are related to, but distinct from, the construct of youth empowerment as
well as constructs that diverge from the current construct. This allows for an examination
of how the measure performs compared to existing constructs. Therefore, a measure of
school climate can help establish the validity of the current measure of youth
empowerment within schools, as higher reports of youth empowerment would be thought
to be related to a positive school climate, based on the theoretical association and
potential overlap in items tapping these constructs (The Search Institute, 2006; Fan,
Williams, & Corkin, 2011). Including a comparison of the newly developed scale from
the current project to an existing measure of a theoretically similar scale is one step
toward building the nomological net of youth empowerment in schools.
The Current Study
Although some empowerment initiatives have highlighted the importance of
partnering with schools to foster empowerment among youth, to date there have been no
known efforts to assess empowerment within schools. Thus, the current project aimed to
utilize a mixed-methods design to develop a measure of youth empowerment in schools.
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A mixed-method design allowed for an integration of themes from the literature with the
views of youth to best capture the construct of youth empowerment in schools to
supplement existing items from measures toward a more complete assessment of youth
empowerment in schools. Qualitative data were gathered via focus groups with diverse
youth who attended rural and suburban public schools with the aim of generating youth
perspectives on the concept of empowerment in their schools. These perspectives were
coded, and together with the literature review, guided development of items for the
questionnaire to supplement items from existing measures of related concepts, as
described throughout. The questionnaire was then piloted, and quantitative analyses were
conducted in order to ascertain the psychometric properties of the measure.
As the literature has been reviewed and the conceptualization of youth
empowerment based on researchers’ perspectives has been proposed to include three
dimensions (behavioral, attitudinal, and affective; e.g., Hock et al., 2015; Holden et al.,
2004) within the context of schools, the next step in establishing youth empowerment as
a research and practice focus in schools is to develop a validated measure that reflects the
construct. Although youth empowerment aims to have youth as meaningful contributors,
to date, youth have not been included in the discourse of youth empowerment nor its
measurement in practical settings. Therefore, the current paper aimed to further the
research in this area by developing an assessment tool for use in schools that measures
youth empowerment within the context of schools. This project aims to develop
measurement through partnering with youth and gathering their perspectives on how
empowerment is best captured in their schools and to assess the psychometric qualities of
the measure toward a measure to assess school mental health youth empowerment.
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Research Questions
In developing an assessment tool to measure youth empowerment within schools,
aims and hypotheses of the study include the following: 1) analyses will explore the
factor structure of the measure to determine the dimensions of youth empowerment in
schools; 2) the measure will demonstrate moderate reliability indicators (e.g., alpha
values of .70 - .80; DeVellis, 2012); and 3) the measure will demonstrate convergent
validity through demonstrating a positive relationship with items from the Authoritative
School Climate Scale (Cornell, 2014); that is, the scale of school climate will
demonstrate a positive relationship to the items on the empowerment scale due to their
related constructs.
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CHAPTER II: METHODS
Design
The proposed study utilized a mixed method design using both qualitative and
quantitative approaches to develop a questionnaire designed to measure youth
empowerment in schools, building off of the work done in Phase I to construct the
definition of youth empowerment in schools based on a comprehensive literature review
of research programs in the area of youth empowerment. Phase II of the study included
qualitative approaches that involved gathering input from relevant stakeholders via a
focus group (e.g., youth from varying school districts and experts in the field of youth
and developmental psychology). Quantitative analyses conducted during Phase II
included the development of the instrument through examination of expert panel
responses to proposed instrument items. Phase III focused on psychometric analyses
(e.g., properties of reliability and validity of the scale and factor analytic procedures,
described below) to evaluate the strength of the measure.
Phase II
Procedures. Phase II of the project consisted of conducting focus groups with
high school students regarding their ideas of empowerment within schools. Themes were
then extrapolated from the focus groups that went toward generation of items for the
measure of youth empowerment, that in addition to selected items from existing measures
of youth empowerment, were reviewed by an expert panel in the areas of youth
development, school mental health, and scale development. The expert panel provided
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ratings of the relevancy of the items to the construct, resulting in a distillation of items to
the measure that was piloted to high school youth during Phase III. University of South
Carolina Institutional Review Board approval was sought for both phases of this current
project. Study approval to conduct the focus groups was given on October 27, 2016.
Study approval for piloting the questionnaire was given on March 14, 2017.
Focus groups. Two South Carolina high schools within the same district were
identified for participation in focus groups, based on existing relationships with the
schools, as this was thought to aide in recruiting student participants. The two schools
contained students who represent different demographic backgrounds, and therefore were
targeted to increase diversity of viewpoints. That is, one school represented a more
suburban population and a less racial diverse student body, with a wide range of
socioeconomic status; comparatively, the other represented a rural population with a
student body who is primarily lower socioeconomic status, based on the percentage of
students receiving free/reduced lunch. The targeting of schools that represent different
student demographics lends to enhancing the external validity of the study, as different
youth perspectives were incorporated in the development of the items (DeVellis, 2012).
Contact was made with the primary principals at each school directly, who
designated assistant principals at each school to serve as the point of contact. The
assistant principals shared information with teachers and asked for input for student
nomination for the focus groups. The assistant principals coordinated obtaining signed
informed consent from students’ parents and in coordinating attending the focus groups
with the researcher.
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Focus group participants were selected from two high schools in order to sample
perspectives from youth who represent diverse backgrounds (e.g. socioeconomic status,
race, and regional setting). A maximum variation strategy was used in order to sample
viewpoints from a diverse range of students, as opposed to only gathering perspectives
from one small subset of students. That is, when identifying students to participate in the
proposed project, it was important to sample from students who span ideas of traditional
leaders, such as sampling from students across grade point average performances, class
involvement (e.g., special education, mainstream, and gifted classes), as well as a range
of involvement in extracurricular activities through the school. In addition to those
students labeled as “leaders” schools were asked to also consider students they may not
otherwise consider to participate in such a group. For example, nomination of the “quiet
performers” and “quiet nonperformers” in order to increase diversity of perspectives of
youth who range involvement in school activities. Teachers were told to consider
students across the range of grade point averages (GPAs), students who are more
traditional leaders (e.g., high achieving, involvement in extracurricular activities),
students who are nontraditional leaders (e.g., not as involved in school activities but
perceived to have influence over peers), and students from both mainstream and special
education classrooms. Furthermore, administrators were asked to have students from
diverse ethnic backgrounds that are representative of the racial and ethnic makeup of the
school. Through a maximum variation strategy, the goal was to gain insights into unique
experiences of different groups of students, but also to examine if common patterns or
themes emerged across the students.
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Two focus groups were held per school (e.g., four groups total), with a total of 28
participants across the groups (16 students from the more rural school, and 12 students
attended from the more suburban school). The groups were split by grade, with each
school holding a group for 9th and 10th graders and another group for 11th and 12th
graders. The focus groups lasted approximately 30-45 minutes during school hours and
were held on school property. At the more rural school, the groups were held on the same
day in the school library. At the more suburban school, the groups were held on two
separate days in a teacher workroom during the second half of the students’ lunch period.
The length of the groups were dependent on the school and the schedule allotted, as well
as how much information the students had to share, with groups ranging from 30-45
minutes. Groups were led by the lead investigator of the current study.
Students were provided with a definition of empowerment that read,
“Empowerment: taking control of your life”, a shortened definition proposed by the
current study’s committee, and were asked to respond to questions based on this
definition of empowerment. Questions were presented in a semi-structured format,
meaning that all students were asked questions about the same prompts, but that the order
in which they were presented and the exact phrasing were altered to fit in with the flow of
the discussion as well as follow up questions were presented when needed. One example
of shifting phrasing was the use of the term “empowering schools” in the questions to
help aide in understanding what the facilitator was wanting to talk about when asking
about what empowerment would look like. For example, the facilitator altered phrasing in
subsequent groups after the first group had difficulty with answering the question of what
they would like to see their schools do to empower students. Rather, subsequent groups
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were asked what an empowering school would look like to them. Sample questions are
provided in Appendix A. Questions were designed to assess for aspects of external assets
schools can provide, such as questions regarding students’ abilities to impact school
policies, relationships with teachers, and having a access to shared decision making.
The focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim in order to code
for themes. The transcriptions were then uploaded into the coding program NVivo in
which word frequency count, word query, and examination of context for frequently used
words were examined. Frequencies and context led to the development of parent and
child nodes. Parent nodes are overarching concepts, or the larger hierarchy of themes.
Child nodes are sub-categories that fall under the larger concept of parent nodes
(Columbia University Libraries, 2018). Transcripts from each focus group were then
reviewed and text was coded according to appropriate nodes. This process for guiding
content analysis of the focus group content increases the confirmability and dependability
of the data, as well as establishes an audit trail of the data (Nowell, Norris, White, &
Moules, 2017; Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). That is, this process allowed for
the data to guide the themes, and observing frequencies of utterances allows for
establishing a trail in which future researchers can establish the same themes.
Text within each node was reviewed and used to generate new items that assessed
youth empowerment in their schools. As a result of the focus groups, 58 new items were
generated to add to the list of 24 items from existing questionnaires, which are reviewed
in detail in the Measures section below.
The goal of the focus groups was to gain perspectives from youth on capturing
empowerment in schools and their viewpoints on how the construct is best captured
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based on their experiences. Sampling youth perspectives to build more representative
measurement is consistent with needs to move the field of youth empowerment forward
(Kohfeldt et al., 2011; Russell et al., 2009). Furthermore, gaining insight from the
targeted population of the proposed instrument is consistent with suggested guidelines for
scale development (DeVellis, 2012). Themes and specific utterances from the focus
groups were used to develop items that were later rated alongside items pulled from
existing measures by the expert panel of professionals in scale development, school
mental health, and child mental health.
Expert panel. The expert panel was then given the full list of potential items
toward measuring youth empowerment in schools that were developed based on themes
from the focus group as well as items identified from existing measures (see Appendix B
and the Measures section). The panel was given the constructed definition of youth
empowerment in schools that was developed during phase I of the study and was asked to
respond to each item using a 5-point Likert rating to indicate their perceptions of
relevance for each item (1 = not relevant at all, 5 = extremely relevant). The panel was
also given the opportunity to provide open-ended feedback and respond to other qualities
of the items (e.g., typos or confusing wording). The panel was told that the item pool
needed to be reduced significantly, as the constraints of the school administration only
allowed approximately a 20-minute window for administering the survey.
The expert panel’s responses were analyzed with the goal of trimming the item
pool. Items that were rated by fewer than 60% (e.g., 5 out of 8 members of the panel) as
being relevant (e.g., a rating of 3 or lower) were immediately discarded from the item
pool. The expert panel provided ratings to a pool of 82 potential questions (See Appendix

38

B). Fifty-eight items were developed based on themes from the focus groups in an
attempt to capture youth empowerment from their viewpoint of the youth themselves.
The remaining twenty-four items were identified and selected from existing measures,
three of which were available in the public domain (IIS; PES; YES-MH), and for one
permission was obtained to use selected items from the External Assets scale (DAP). The
trimming and item refining took place in two steps in order to reduce the survey enough
to be administered in approximately 15-20 minutes in addition to the measure given
toward to establish the content validity of the measure (e.g., ASCS). The time limit was
in accordance with constraints presented by the hosting school.
During the first step in trimming the item pool, 18 items were removed based on
frequencies of ratings. That is, 18 of the items did not receive support from at least 60%
of the expert panel. The remaining 64 questions were then examined and underwent a
second step in the elimination process. Any items that had a rating of 1 were then
eliminated from the item pool. A rating of 1 indicated that at least one member of the
panel did not think the item was relevant at all in assessing youth empowerment based on
the presented conceptualization. Given the panel’s expertise in either youth
empowerment or scale development, a rating of a 1 indicated doubt in the relevance of
the item, resulting in its removal from the set. This second step of the trimming process
resulted in an additional removal of 31 items, resulting in a total of 33 items toward the
universal set of items to assess youth empowerment in schools. See Appendix C for the
final version of the full survey administered to youth participants.
Survey development. A 6-point Likert scale was developed for the universal set of
items, with anchors including: 1 strongly disagree, 2 disagree, 3 somewhat agree, 4
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mostly agree, 5 Agree, and 6 strongly agree. In addition to the 33 items toward the
universal set of items, the questionnaire included 26 items from the Authoritative School
Climate Scale, a measure of the related construct of school climate, in order to provide
information toward the nomlogical net of youth empowerment and establish the content
validity (DeVellis, 2012). The survey was piloted to three college underclassmen who
participated in the school mental health lab in order to determine the approximate amount
of time that would be needed to complete the full survey. The college students completed
the questionnaire in approximately 10-15 minutes.
Measures. In addition to using themes generated from the focus group to generate
new items for measuring youth empowerment in schools, items from existing measures
were selected for inclusion in the new scale. Items were selected from the following
measures: Psychological Empowerment Scale (Ozer & Schotland, 2011), Involvement
and Interaction Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005), the Developmental Assets Profile (The
Search Institute, 2016), and Youth Empowerment Scale-Mental Health (Walker et al.,
2010). These scales were reviewed in detail in Chapter I, and were included based on
their strengths in measuring aspects of youth empowerment. Specific items were selected
based on their presumed ability to assess aspects of youth empowerment in schools as
articulated in this project. Additionally, the Authoritative School Climate Scale (Cornell,
2014) was used as an established measure of school climate toward establishing the
content validity of the new measure of youth empowerment in schools, due to the
conceptual relationship of empowerment in schools and school climate.
Authoritative School Climate Scale (Cornell, 2014). The Authoritative School
Climate Scale aims to assess the degree to which a school has characteristics associated
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with an authoritative structure, including fair discipline, supportive teachers, and high
academic expectations. For the current project, five subscales were selected based on
their similarity to the current study’s themes and their accompanying reliability support.
The subscales are Student Engagement, School Discipline Structure, Student Support –
Respect, Student Support – Willingness to Seek Help, and Academic Expectations. These
scales include 26 items that are each rated on a 4-point Likert scale with responses
ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 4 (“Strongly agree”). The selected scales have
demonstrated moderate reliability indicators, ranging from α = .73 to α = 87. The
Authoritative School Climate Scale is considered an approved school climate scale
according to the Office of Safe and Healthy Students (Office of Safe and Healthy
Students [OSHS], 2016).
Developmental Assets Profile (DAP; The Search Institute, 2006). The
Developmental Assets Profile (DAP) aims to assess categories of developmental assets
(e.g., internal and external asset categories) across contexts (e.g., personal and specific
setting contexts). The DAP is a 58-item survey designed for youth ages 8 – 18 to
complete. The DAP also includes optional modules to allow for more flexible or in depth
assessment of areas related to youth development. The DAP is psychometrically sound,
with the total score yielding high internal reliability (α = .97), and subscales ranging from
α = .56 to α = .94. A total of six items were identified from the DAP to be included for
consideration from the expert panel toward the universal item set. An example question
presented to the expert panel for consideration was “I have a school that cares about kids
and encourages them.”
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Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005). The
Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale aims to assess the quality of adult-youth
partnerships in community-based efforts. The scale has 38 items that assess youth-adult
relationship quality using a 10-point scale (1-2 very poor, 3-4 poor, 5-6 fair, 7-8 good, 910 excellent). The items assess the quality of the youth-adult partnership across three
scales: Youth Involvement (α = .83), Adult Involvement (α = .84), and Youth-Adult
Interaction (α = .87). An example item on the Youth Involvement scale is, Youth have an
equal vote in decision making. An example item on the Adult Involvement scale is,
Adults display a willingness to accept and nurture youth leadership. An item on the
Youth-Adult Interaction scale is, Adults actively and consistently consult with youth on
project activities. Eight items were identified and included in the large initial item pool
that was shared with the expert panel. An example item that was presented for
consideration to the expert panel was “Adults display a willingness to accept and nurture
youth leadership.” Items were re-anchored for the current rating scale, and items that
included both positive and negative wording would be separated into distinct items if
they were retained by the expert panel for the final measure.
Psychological Empowerment Scale (PES; Ozer & Schotland, 2011). The PES
(Ozer & Schotland, 2011) contains 26 items that assess youth empowerment among
youth in the 6th through 12th grades. The items assess empowerment across four scales:
Sociopolitical Skills (α = .81), Motivation to Influence (α = .80), Participatory Behavior
(α = .83), and Perceived Control (α = .80). All of the scales demonstrated good internal
consistency when administered to a sample of 439 high school students. An example of
an item on the Sociopolitical Skills scale is, If I want to improve a problem at my school,
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I know how to gather useful data about the issue. An example Motivation to Influence
item is, I want to have as much say as possible in making decisions in my school. An
example of an item on the Participatory Behavior scale is, I have spoken with adults in
my school about issues that I want to improve at the school. An example item on the
Perceived Control scale is, Students have a say in what happens at this school. Item
responses are on a 4-point Likert scale with responses ranging from strongly agree to
strongly disagree (Ozer & Schotland, 2011). Eight items were identified as potential
items toward the universal set of items to measure youth empowerment and were
included in the initial large item pool that was shared with the expert panel. An example
item that was presented to the expert panel for consideration in the current measure was,
“Students have a say in what happens at this school.”
Youth Empowerment Scale- Mental Health (YES-MH; Walker et al., 2010). The
YES-MH (Walker et al., 2010) contains 21 items that assess youth confidence and
perceptions of empowerment in taking an active stance in their mental health services.
The measure is designed for youth between the ages of 14 and 21 years old who have
experienced mental health difficulties. The items assess empowerment across 3
subscales: Self (α = .85) Service (α = .83), and System (α = .88). The scale was adapted
from the Family Empowerment Scale (Koren et al., 1992), and was administered to a
sample of 188 youth. An example item on the Self scale is, I know how to take care of my
mental or emotional health. An item on the Service scale is, My opinion is just as
important as service providers’ opinions in deciding what services and supports I need.
An example item on the System scale is, I tell people in agencies and schools how
services for young people can be improved. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with
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responses ranging from 1 Not True at all to 5 Very True. Two items were identified and
included in the large item pool that was shared with the expert panel. An example item
that was presented for consideration to the expert panel was “My opinion is just as
important as service providers’ opinions in deciding what services and supports I need.”
Subjects and participants. Focus groups. The breakdown of student grade for
the focus group participants were as follows: n =8 students in the 9th grade, n = 7 students
in the 10th grade, n = 4 students in the 11th grade, and n = 9 students in the 12th grade.
Thirty-nine percent of the students who participated in the focus groups were male.
Eighty-nine percent of the participants were non-Hispanic. Fifty percent were Caucasian,
32% were African American, 10% indicated they identified with multiple race categories,
and 3.5% indicated “other” for race. One student did not provide race information.
Expert panel. In addition to youth participants, experts in the area of child and
adolescent mental health, school mental health, empowerment research, and scale
development were consulted to provide feedback on items that would be included in the
measure administered to youth participants. See Appendix B for a copy of the full item
pool that was provided to the expert panel for ratings. The panel consisted of eight
members, the four dissertation committee members and 4 additional members who had
experience in school mental health and empowerment research.
Data analysis. Qualitative analyses. Focus group transcriptions were uploaded
into NVivo. A word frequency query was conducted first, with a filter used to remove
filler words used in colloquial language (e.g., “like”, “you know”, “just”, “I think”
“really” and “maybe”). The filter also included stem words. The word frequency query
was then exported in order to visually examine the words that were used in responses
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most often. The words were then examined for context of usage in order to lead to
development of parent nodes. Examination of the context led to development of
additional child or sub nodes within the overarching parent nodes as well. The text was
then reviewed in detail with specific utterances highlighted and categorized within
appropriate nodes. Text within each node was then reviewed and used to assist in
developing new items, using exact wording of students’ expression to capture the idea
whenever possible. This approach of examining frequencies and examining the context is
consistent with the summative approach to content analysis in qualitative research, and
allows for establishing the credibility and audit trail of the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005;
Nowell et al., 2017).
Quantitative analyses. Items identified from existing measures and newly
developed items were presented to the expert panel. The panel was asked to provide
ratings regarding the relevancy of the items to the construct. Items were then removed
based on expert responses, such that items which received less than 60% endorsement or
included any indications of no relevancy were removed. Four items were retained from
existing measures, and the remaining 29 items that received 60% endorsement were
developed following the focus groups with youth participants.
Phase III
Procedures. Survey administration. The final version of the questionnaire was
administered to one targeted school, the rural school that participated in the focus group
during Phase II. The selection of the school was based on an existing relationship
between the school and the primary researcher, in order to increase the ease with which
coordination of administration could take place. The questionnaire was administered in
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an attempt to target the entire population of high school students who attended the
targeted school. The survey was administered during the school’s advisory period that
serves as a homeroom on Friday afternoons. During this period, half of the students
attended lunch while the other half attended advisory, allowing for assessment of half of
the school at a time. The survey was administered during school hours, and advisory
period was chosen in order to present the least interruption to the school day. The
assistant principal who served as the point of contact with the primary researcher for the
current project, identified the date of administration, and a team of seven research
assistants in addition to the primary author traveled on site to the high school to
administer the survey in person. Students were given letters to take home approximately
two weeks prior to the date of survey administration outlining the study for parents and
giving parents the opportunity to opt-out of the study.
All students were presented with the same informed assent script at the time of
survey administration, and students were told that participation in the study was
completely voluntary. Surveys were anonymous, and were transported to the University
of South Carolina for data entry. Data were double entered into two separate data files
and compared for discrepancies in order to reduce errors in data during the entry process.
Errors were corrected through consultation with the hard copies of the surveys and
corrected in the electronic data files. Files were compared repeatedly until no entry errors
remained. A cleaned data file was then used for analyses.
Survey participants. The high school that was targeted for piloting the survey
has a total population of 424 students. School administrators indicated that approximately
50 of those students would be unavailable to complete the survey due to taking classes
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outside of the school building. The remaining 374 students were targeted for
administration. Six students returned signed parent opt-out letters indicating their parents
did not wish for them to participate. On the day of administration, additional students
decided not to participate as part of informed consent. Between opting out of
participation and student absences, the total number of students who participated in the
survey was n = 258, reaching approximately 68% of the available student population.
The sample of high school students who completed the survey were 46.87% male.
On average the students were 16.09 years old (SD = 1.22) and in the 10th grade.
Approximately 10% reported that they were Hispanic. The racial breakdown was as
follows: 63% Caucasian, 20% black or African American, 0.8% American Indian or
Alaskan Native, 0.8% Asian, 6.8% indicated multiple races, and 8.8% indicated that none
of the provided racial categories described them. Forty-seven percent of the sample
reported receiving free or reduced lunch.
The current sample were comparable to the wider demographics of the targeted
school; in the 2014-2015 school year, approximately 66% of students at this school were
eligible for free or reduced lunch (National Center for Education Status). Approximately
66% of the high school is white or Caucasian, 26% black or African American, 4%
Hispanic, and 3% indicate two or more races (National Center for Education Status).
Based on demographics for the 2014-2015 school year, 55% of the student body is male
and 45% is female (National Center for Education Status).
Data analyses. Quantitative analyses. Exploratory factor analyses (EFA) was
completed using Mplus Version 8. Full information maximum-likelihood (FIML) was
used to estimate the model parameters and address missing survey responses. An
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exploratory factor model using Geomin oblique rotation was used to examine the factor
loading of items. Analyses were estimated for one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, and
eight factor models in order to examine global fit indices, factor loadings, and variance
explained toward decisions toward the most parsimonious model fit. A chi-square (χ2)
was used to estimate model fit, with non-significant χ2 values indicating an acceptable
model fit. In addition, global indices of fit aided in assessing model fit beyond the
dichotomous information provided by chi square. The comparative fit index (CFI),
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), and root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) were also used to indicate model specification. CFI values at or
above .95 suggest good model fit, with higher scores indicating better fit (Hu & Bentler,
1999). The SRMR computes the average residual covariance between observed and
predicted correlations. Lower scores indicate better model fit, and values of .08 or lower
suggest good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The RMSEA is another global indicator of model
fit in which lower scores suggest better fit. RMSEA values of .06 and lower suggest good
model fit. IBM SPSS version 25 software package was used to examine variance
explained in the factor solutions, eigenvalues, and cronbach’s alpha of the proposed
subscales of the newly developed instrument.
In order to examine the construct validity (DeVellis, 2012) for the universal item
set of youth empowerment in schools, convergent validity analyses were conducted using
IBM SPSS version 25 software package. A total score from the universal item set was
correlated with subscales of the ASCS, a theoretically similar scale as it purports to
assess school climate. More specifically, the universal item set was correlated with the
ASCS Student Engagement, Disciplinary Structure, Student Respect, Willingness to Seek
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Help, and Academic Expectations scales. In addition, inter-item correlations along with
item means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis were calculated using SPSS.
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CHAPTER III: RESULTS
Phase II
Qualitative analyses. First, the word frequencies were examined from the focus
group transcriptions. The weighted percentages of the most frequently used words across
the four focus groups were as follows: “student/students” had a weighted percentage of
3.35; “school” had a weighted percentage of 2.24; “get” had a weighted percentage of use
of 1.78; “talk” had a weighted percentage of 1.69; “ideas” had a weighted percentage of
1.32; and “teachers” had a weighted percentage of 1.19. The word frequency query was
then exported as a word cloud in order to examine the frequency of words visually (see
Figure 3.1).
Examination of the word frequency and context of the words in conversation, two
parent nodes were identified, each containing several child or sub nodes to capture the
full content of the participants’ views of empowering schools. A visual representation of
the parent and sub-nodes can be found in Figure 3.2. The parent nodes were
“opportunities” and “climate”, and are described in more detail in each section below.
Opportunities. The first parent node identified was “opportunities” which
captured the participants’ view that the opportunities that their school offered (or that
schools could offer) directly impacted youth empowerment. Within the “opportunities”
node, four sub nodes were created to capture the full extent of the themes expressed. The
first sub node was “activities that are truly student led” was identified to capture the
commonly identified idea that activities needed to be truly led by students, rather than an
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activity that let students lead in a perfunctory fashion. For instance, one student stated,
“They say they do but I feel like they don’t. Like they’ll get committees together of
students but then ultimately it’s the adults that make the decisions.”
The second sub node within the “opportunities” parent node was that “all students
have the opportunity to have their voice heard.” For instance, students in the focus groups
often noted that groups that do involve student voice typically target involvement only
from the top performing students, often requiring specific academic indicators for
involvement, thus limiting diversity of student voice in school activities. For example,
one student noted, “I think that like the adults need to be more objective, you know? Like
just because they’re not the top of their class, they can still have some really good ideas
and they need to be open to that.” Another noted that getting input from the wider student
body beyond just those who perform academically is representative of an empowering
school, “so with student council, we have…we can make ideas but we all might not be
connected with the other, the rest of the student body. Um, and if we’re only getting ideas
from the student council to move on then we can’t get idea from the student body and
then they don’t have a say, and we should have like a freshman class meeting and a 10th
grade class meeting instead of student council meeting.”
The third sub node within the “opportunities” parent node captured the idea that
in schools that empowerment their students, students should have opportunities to
directly impact or play a role in the policies and decisions that impact the wider student
body. For instance, one student stated, “I think that an empowering school gets the
opinion on a lot of the issues that go on, like groups and stuff, when you formulate
groups, have decisions that are being made that affects the students especially, because
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that’s going on today, I think empowerment means that you should get their input on it
and see how they feel about it because then they have an influence on what the decision
is.”
The fourth sub node within the “opportunities” parent node identified the
opportunity to obtain certain skills through school that could foster youth empowerment.
For instance, when asked about what characteristics did they feel could increase their
sense of being able to take control of their lives, students commonly cited having access
to skills to serve them beyond high school, such as doing their taxes or other real-world
skillsets. One student shared, “I feel like maybe offering classes that have to do with like,
things that you might do later on in life. That way you can figure out like what you want
to be before you get to college. So then you can start guiding your own life earlier.”
Another student stated that, “I kind of feel like from what I’ve heard that there are kids
who like don’t even know how to write checks and stuff like that so I feel like we do
have a class this year that’s focused more on like the practical stuff of life, but I feel like
if we put more importance on what we’ll have to do outside of school it would really
help.”
Climate. The second parent node identified was “climate” which captured aspects
of the school climate that students thought impacted youth empowerment within their
schools. Within the “climate” parent node, there were three sub-nodes identified, all of
which targeted an aspect of relationships between students and adult personnel in the
schools. The first sub node was to have open and transparent communication with
teachers about student ideas. For instance, in terms of having open communication one
student remarked, “Um, what she said, because that made me very angry because many
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times I had ideas and I’ve had suggestions and things and I’ve approached whether it be a
faculty or a staff or whatever it is and I’ve told them about it and specifically in this
school, and they basically just shut me down, rejected, and it’s like you know, what are
you for, like you’re in this position where you’re supposed to be there for me to come and
tell you this and you can take it to whoever but if you just dismiss it and don’t devote the
time and the energy to inform me about it or tell me why it might not work or why it
would work, and how I can tweak it to make it work, then it’s just what am I here for?
I’m not coming to you for anything else then, I see that you’re not…then it’s going to
become like an axiomatic stereotypical thing for faculty…that’s just not, you don’t go to
faculty on things it’s just going to be between students and be all talk.”
The second sub node within the “climate” parent node was that schools that foster
youth empowerment provide access to teachers who are friendly and supportive. Youth
participants in each focus group remarked on relationships with teachers and how having
a trusted teacher can make youth feel comfortable presenting new ideas or engaging in
activities that may lead to their empowerment. For example, one student noted that in an
empowering school, “I think everybody has those certain teachers that they know they
can go to and they know they will listen.” In terms of feeling like there was a meaningful
relationship with teachers, one student stated, “To not only have that pipeline, but to
know that you’re actually being heard. Not just being listened to but that someone is
actually hearing you and is doing something about what you’re saying.”
The third sub node within the “climate” parent node was to have support from
higher authorities within the school. That is, some student participants noted that
oftentimes having student voice and activities that impact youth empowerment within

53

schools goes beyond teachers as they may be constrained by others such as principals and
superintendents. Some students also cited examples of having support from authority
entities beyond teachers, such as having principals support a student idea or being asked
to share opinions on a student issue with the superintendent and the connection to
fostering youth empowerment. For example, one student stated, “Like I’m on one, I’m
the student body president and each class president we go and meet the superintendent
each quarter and we talk about things that are going on in school and stuff and like he
asks for our opinion on stuff, but it always seems like it’s whatever he and the school
board want. Like they don’t really… like we don’t know that he even takes what we say
to the school board.”
Item development. The expert panel provided ratings to a pool of 82 potential
questions (See Appendix B) that consisted of a combination of items pulled from existing
measures and items developed from focus group themes. The expert panel’s ratings
resulted in extrapolation of items toward the 33 item questionnaire that was administered
to the high school students. Of the 33 items that were identified to contribute toward the
universal item pool and to be administered to the youth participants, three items were
retained from the PES (Ozer & Schotland, 2011). These items included, “I know how
school rules and policies are made at my school”, “There are plenty of ways for students
like me to have a say in what our school does”, and “Students have a say in what happens
this school”. One item was retained from the Interaction and Involvement Scale (Jones &
Perkins, 1998), which read, “Adults display a willingness to accept and nurture/control
youth leadership”. The remaining 29 items were those that were developed from the
youth focus groups that were held during the second phase of the current project. No
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items from the DAP (Leffert et al., 1998) nor the YES-MH (Walker et al., 2010) were
retained in the item pool that was administered to youth participants.
Phase III
Missing data from students completing the survey were minimal. Specifically, the
rate of missingness for total responses was approximately 2%. Full information
maximum-likelihood was employed to estimate model parameters in order for all
information and cases to be used in analyses.
See Table 3.1 for a summary of item means, standard deviations, skewness and
kurtosis for the new item set as well as the ASCS. Standard deviations ranged from .70 to
1.45 indicating variability in the item responses. Skewness and kurtosis were within
normal limits, with skewness ranging from -1.57 to .53 on the ASCS and between -.40
and .50 on the new item set. Kurtosis values ranged from -.96 to 2.98 on the ASCS items
and from -.84 to -0.09 on the new item set.
Hypothesis 1. In order to examine the factor loadings of the items and determine
the factor structure of the newly developed instrument (Hypothesis 1), exploratory factor
analyses (EFA) were employed in which one through eight factor models were
conducted. Determination of the factor structure of the scale was based on examination of
multiple factors, including the variance explained by each factor model, the change in
variance with each additional factor added, eigenvalues, fit indices (chi square, RMSEA,
CFI, and SRMR), and factor loadings of items.
Examination of variance explained indicated that a one-factor model explained
51.48% of the variance in the scale, compared to 74.65% of the variance that was
explained in the eight-factor model. Social science recommendations typically strive for
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explaining at least 50% of the variance, which was accomplished with the one-factor
model (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995; Williams Brown, & Onsman, 2010).
Change in variance with each added factor indicated an incremental increase, with the
change in explained variance reducing to approximately a 2% change after the six-factor
model, indicating that inclusion of the six-factor, seven-factor, and eight-factor models do
not add significant information to the model. Thus, the factor structure was examined
only to eight-factors due to the lack of additional meaningful information that was given
with the inclusion of additional factors. Eigenvalues ranged from 16.99 in the 1-factor
model to .70 in the eight-factor model. The traditional cutoff suggestion for factor
extraction based on eigenvalues is a cutoff of 1.0 (DeVellis, 2012; Williams et al., 2010).
Using this criteria, the four-factor structure yielded eigenvalues of 1.16, and the fivefactor model yielded eigenvalues of .99. See Table 3.2 for variance explained and the
change in variance for each factor model and the eigenvalues for each factor model.
Examination of fit indices indicate the eight-factor model yielded the lowest chi
square, RMSEA fit index, and SRMR values, and the highest CFI value. See Table 3.3
for fit indices of the one through eight factor models. See Table 3.4 for a correlation
matrix of each of the factor models compared against each other. The χ2 difference test
indicated each higher factor model as a significantly better fit than the one before it. It
should be noted that the six-factor and eight-factor models initially did not converge due
to a Heywood case, in which the error variance for an item was negative, which resulted
in a failure to produce a solution for those factor structures (Costello & Osbourne, 2005).
Therefore, fit indices for the six and eight-factor solutions were examined with the
Heywood case removed in order to still obtain estimates of those models.

56

The one-factor model yielded a χ2 = 1453.33 (p < .00). Examination of additional
global indices of fit indicated that the RMSEA = .09, which is higher than the
recommended .05 cutoff value. The CFI = .83, which did not approach the recommended
cutoff value of .95. However, the SRMR indicated an acceptable model fit for the onefactor solution, as the observed SRMR = .06 fell below the recommended cutoff value of
.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Geomin item factor loadings, an oblique rotation, for the onefactor solution ranged from .01 to .80. Residual variances represent the amount of
variance not explained by the latent factor in which the item is measuring, and the
residual variances for the one-factor model ranged from .37 to 1.0 (SE range = 0.001 –
050).
The two-factor solution yielded a χ2 = 1139.86 (p < .05). RMSEA = .08, which is
higher than the recommended .05 cutoff value. The CFI value = .88, which did not
approach the recommended .95 cutoff value. The SRMR value = .04, again reaching an
acceptable model fit indicator. Geomin item factor loadings for the two-factor solution
ranged from -0.06 to .98, but with 9 of the 33 items demonstrating cross-loading (e.g.,
significant loading on both factors). Residual variances for the two-factor model ranged
from .28 to 1.0 (SE range .003 to .05).
The three-factor solution yielded a χ2 = 947.93 (p < .05). The remaining global fit
indices were as follows: RMSEA = .07, CFI = .91, and SRMR = .04. Geomin item
loadings for the three-factor solution ranged from -.009 to .75. Residual variances ranged
from .27 to .99 (SE range = .012 to .06). Examination of factor correlations indicated that
all factors were significantly correlated at the p < .05 level. Items 1- 8 yielded statistically
significant (p < .05) loadings on the first factor only. A total of 22 items significantly

57

loaded on the second factor; however, 10 items uniquely loaded on factor two, indicating
a degree of cross-loading across factors. Although seven of the 33 items indicated
statistically significant factor loadings on the third factor, only two of those items did not
cross-load.
The four-factor model yielded a χ2 = 793.53 (p <.05). The RMSEA value = .06,
which is approaching the recommended cutoff value of .05. The CFI = .93, which
approaches but did not reach the recommended cutoff of .95. The SRMR = .03, which
consistent with the previous factor solutions, continued to reach the recommended cutoff
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). Geomin item loadings for the four-factor solution ranged from
-0.009 to 0.91. Residual variances ranged from 0.27 to 0.96 (SE range = 0.03 to 0.06).
Items 1- 8 yielded statistically significant (p < .05) loadings on the first factor only.
Factor two indicated 22 significant item loadings. Only six of those items uniquely
loaded on to the second factor, with a great deal of overlap observed between the second
and fourth factors. Nine items loaded onto the third factor, only one of which was
completely unique to the third factor. The fourth factor captured 12 significant factor
loadings, none of which loaded uniquely on to the fourth factor. However, examination of
factor loadings of the items that cross-loaded across multiple factors indicated that when
examining items that exhibited higher loadings, factor one consisted of nine potential
items, factor two consisted of 18 potential items, factor three consisted of three potential
items, and factor four consisted of three potential items.
The five-factor model yielded a χ2 = 702.65 (p < .05). The remaining global fit
indices were as follows: RMSEA = .06, CFI = .94, and SRMR = .03. Geomin item
loadings for the five-factor solution ranged from -0.005 to .92. Residual variances ranged
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from 0.20 to .96 (SE range = 0.032 to 0.57). Thirteen total items significantly loaded on
the first factor, seven of which were unique to the first factor. Twenty-three items
significantly loaded on to the second factor, seven of which were unique to the second
factor. Two items significantly loaded on to the third factor, and neither item indicated
cross-loadings with other factors. Factor four demonstrated a total of five items that
significantly loaded; however, none were unique to the fourth factor. Factor five had four
significant items, but all items demonstrated cross-loadings. Taken together, when
examining the items with the highest significant factor loadings to best represent the fivefactor solution, the first factor is best represented by nine items, the second factor is best
represented by 19 items, the third factor is best represented by two items, the fourth
factor is best represented by two items. The fifth factor, however, does not have any
items that are both statistically significant (p < .05) item loadings and yielded higher
loadings on the fifth factor than on other factors.
The six-factor model did not converge due to the presence of negative residual
variance, presenting a Heywood case (Costello & Osborne, 2005; Hair et al., 1995).
Heywood cases are considered anomalies in factor analysis (Costello & Osborne, 2005),
may have resulted from using the maximum-likelihood method and having an item with
high communality. These cases represent difficulties with convergence and interpretation
in those iterations. Therefore, the model was conducted with the Heywood case (item 2)
removed in order to examine fit indices for the six-factor solution. The six-factor solution
yielded a χ2 = 538.15 (p < .05). The RMSEA = .05, CFI = .96, and the SRMR = .02,
indicating that all of the values met the suggested cut-offs (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Geomin
factor loadings ranged from .008 to .83. Residual variance ranged from .20 to .95 (SE
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range .04 to .09). Twelve items total significantly loaded onto the first factor, five of
which did not demonstrate cross-loadings with other factors. Eighteen items significantly
loaded onto the second factor, four of which were uniquely significant to the second
factor. Seven items significantly loaded onto the third factor, two of which did not
demonstrate significant cross-loadings with other factors. Six items loaded significantly
onto the fourth factor, one of which was uniquely significant on the fourth factor. Three
items loaded significantly on the fifth factor, none of which were unique to this factor.
Five items loaded significantly to the sixth factor, none of which were unique to the sixth
factor. When examining the item loadings of the items that demonstrated cross-loadings
in order to determine the best representation of the factors according to the six-factor
solution, the first factor is best represented by eight items, the second factor is best
represented by 17 items, the third factor is best represented by two items, the fourth
factor is best represented by five items, the fifth factor is best represented by only one
item. No items indicated higher factor loadings on the sixth factor compared to the other
factors, and so no items would be retained to provide an interpretation of the sixth factor.
The seven-factor model yielded a χ2 = 537.80 (p < .05). The RMSEA = .05, which
reached the suggested .05 or lower cutoff. CFI = .96, which met the suggested .95 or
greater cutoff. SRMR = .02, which exceeded the suggested .08 or lower value (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). Geomin item loadings for the seven-factor solution ranged from -0.009 to
.81. Residual variances ranged from .31 to .94 (SE range = 0.04 to 0.09). No items loaded
onto the first factor at the p < .05 value. In the seven-factor solution, 10 items
significantly loaded onto the second factor; five of those items did not demonstrate crossloadings and were uniquely significant to the second factor. The third factor yielded 20
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significant items, seven of which were uniquely significant to the third factor. The fourth
factor yielded seven significant items, two of which were uniquely significant to the
fourth factor. Six items loaded significantly to the fifth factor, only one of which was
uniquely significant to the fifth factor. Three items loaded significantly to the sixth factor,
none of which were unique to this factor. Four items loaded significantly on to the
seventh factor, none of which were unique to the seventh factor. In order to determine the
items that fit most appropriately within each factor in the seven-factor solution, those
items that indicated higher loadings were considered within each factor. No items were
included on the first factor. Seven items were best represented on the second factor, 15
items were best represented by the third factor, two items fit best with the fourth factor,
and five items were best represented by the fifth factor. No items were best represented
with either the sixth or seventh factors in the seven factor solution.
The eight-factor solution was generated with the Heywood case removed in order
to provide an estimate, and yielded a χ2 = 395.27 (p < .05). RMSEA value = .04, CFI =
.97, and SRMR = .02, indicating that fit indices exceeded the recommended cut-off
values (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Geomin item loadings ranged from -0.009 to .87. Residual
variances ranged from .06 to .77 (SE range .03 to .07). In the eight-factor solution, 10
items significantly loaded on to the first factor, six of which uniquely loaded to the first
factor. Five items significantly loaded on to the second factor, two of which did not
demonstrate significant cross-loadings with other factors. Eleven items loaded
significantly on to the third factor, five of which were uniquely significant to the third
factor. Five item significantly loaded onto the fourth factor, three of which did not
demonstrate cross-loadings with other factors. The fifth factor yielded four significant
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items, three of which were uniquely significant to the fifth factor. The sixth factor yielded
one significant item, which demonstrated cross-loading with the first factor. Three items
significantly loaded onto the seventh factor, none of which demonstrated a unique
loading to the seventh factor. The eighth factor yielded one significant item loading,
which was unique to this factor. In order to determine the items that fit most
appropriately within each factor in the eight-factor solution, those items that indicated
higher loadings were considered within each factor. The first factor was best represented
by eight items, the second factor with two items, the third with eight items, the fourth
factor with five items, the fifth factor with four items, and the eighth factor with one item.
The sixth and seventh factors did not have unique significant items, and would therefore
not be represented with any items.
Examination of statistical fit indices alone indicated the best representation of the
scale is the eight-factor solution. However, given that fit indices cut-off values are
somewhat arbitrary (Costello & Osbourne, 2005; Williams et al., 2010), decisions based
on a full consideration of the data is needed to provide a clear interpretation. That is,
examining the variance explained and the change in variance with each additional factor
solution indicated that additional variance was not significantly explained with additional
factors after the five-factor solution. Furthermore, using the eigenvalues cutoff of values
of at least 1 (Williams et al., 2010) offers support for the four-factor solution.
Examination of items offers further support for fewer factors as the best fit of the given
data, as at least two items are thought to be needed in order to interpret a given factor
(Henson & Roberts, 2006; Williams et al., 2010). The five, six, seven, and eight-factor
solutions indicated one or more factors that did not have items that significantly loaded,
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indicating that they included factors that are not able to be interpreted. Taken together,
the four-factor model provides the strongest evidence for the best fit of the data. See
Figure 3.3 for a visual representation of the four-factor solution with item loadings. See
Table 3.5 for item loadings for the four-factor solution.
Hypothesis 2. In order to address the second aims in which internal consistency
was examined, inter-item correlations of the new scale items were examined. Inter-item
correlations are presented in Table 3.6. Internal consistency was established through
examination of Cronbach’s alpha for the overall scale (α = .97), indicating very strong
internal reliability for the scale. Cronbach’s alpha was examined for the four-factor
solution, based on conclusion of its best fit for the data. The first factor (α = .90) and
second factor (α = .95) demonstrated strong internal reliability. The third factor (α = .80)
and fourth factor (α = .87) demonstrated good internal reliability. Item correlations
ranged from to -.05 to .91.
Hypothesis 3. In order to take a step towards establishing the nomological net of
youth empowerment with similar theoretical constructs (e.g., school climate), the items of
the new universal set were correlated with items on the ASCS, a measure of school
climate. The new items yielded statistically significant correlations with each of the target
ASCS subscales, indicating moderate (r = .25 - .50; Cohen, 1988) convergent validity.
The new scale items yielded the highest correlation with the ASCS student respect scale
(r = .56, p < .05). See Table 3.7 for correlations between the items toward the new
universal set of youth empowerment in schools compared to the examined ASCS
subscales.
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Table 3.1. Descriptive stats for items in the new universal set and items from ASCS

Item

Mean

Item 1
Item 2
Item 3
Item 4
Item 5
Item 6
Item 7
Item 8
Item 9
Item 10
Item 11
Item 12
Item 13
Item 14
Item 15
Item 16
Item 17
Item 18
Item 19
Item 20
Item 21
Item 22
Item 23
Item 24
Item 25
Item 26
Item 27
Item 28
Item 29
Item 30*
Item 31
Item 32
Item 33
ASCS 1
ASCS 2
ASCS 3

4.09
3.28
2.90
3.63
2.97
2.79
2.92
2.87
3.90
4.03
3.10
3.20
3.19
3.08
3.33
3.33
2.85
2.80
2.90
2.79
3.69
3.13
3.12
3.15
3.10
3.34
3.13
3.11
3.22
3.47
2.96
3.15
3.43
2.72
2.78
2.66

Standard
Deviation
1.45
1.37
1.25
1.19
1.29
1.30
1.24
1.16
1.22
1.30
1.27
1.22
1.27
1.29
1.31
1.27
1.25
1.19
1.29
1.28
1.25
1.31
1.25
1.27
1.21
1.13
1.13
1.20
1.19
1.39
1.23
1.17
1.16
0.87
0.84
0.93
64

Skewness

Kurtosis

-0.40
0.22
0.46
-0.08
0.30
0.50
0.28
0.35
-0.01
-0.22
0.11
0.17
0.19
0.31
0.16
0.004
0.16
0.28
0.41
0.35
0.06
0.36
0.29
0.14
0.19
0.322
0.19
0.22
0.05
-0.11
0.27
0.12
-0.06
-0.59
-0.53
-0.34

-0.72
-0.73
-0.09
-0.35
-0.45
-0.38
-0.35
-0.16
-0.58
-0.75
-0.66
-0.38
-0.55
-0.42
-0.52
-0.49
-0.75
-0.45
-0.39
-0.51
-0.51
-0.46
-0.35
-0.63
-0.23
0.09
-0.13
-0.23
-0.32
-0.84
-0.23
-0.10
-0.32
-0.26
-0.13
-0.72

ASCS 4
3.37
0.72
ASCS 5
3.36
0.67
ASCS 6
3.55
0.65
ASCS 7
2.32
0.83
ASCS 8
2.28
0.96
ASCS 9
2.39
0.92
ASCS 10
2.36
0.92
ASCS 11
2.44
0.93
ASCS 12
2.63
0.99
ASCS 13
2.52
0.84
ASCS 14
2.78
0.80
ASCS 15
2.93
0.73
ASCS 16
2.60
0.80
ASCS 17
2.78
0.78
ASCS 18
3.04
0.91
ASCS 19
2.91
0.87
ASCS 20
2.98
0.87
ASCS 21
3.38
0.75
ASCS 22
3.31
0.64
ASCS 23
3.22
0.70
ASCS 24
3.27
0.70
ASCS 25
2.15
0.90
ASCS 26
3.09
0.82
Note * indicates item that is reverse coded

-1.06
-0.98
-1.57
0.01
0.16
0.08
0.11
-0.18
-0.35
0.22
-0.59
-0.81
-0.25
-0.51
-0.79
-0.52
-0.75
-1.22
-0.75
-0.69
-0.93
0.53
-0.79
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1.07
1.33
2.98
-0.64
-0.96
-0.83
-0.81
-0.91
-0.91
-0.61
0.14
1.06
-0.35
0.08
-0.05
-0.34
0.11
1.41
1.15
0.52
1.35
-0.37
0.28

Table 3.2. Variance Explained and Eigenvalues of One- through Eight-Factor Exploratory
Solutions
Factor
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Δ Variance
-5.42%
4.26%
3.51%
2.99%
2.59%
2.29%
2.11%

Total Variance Explained
51.48%
56.89%
61.16%
64.67%
67.66%
70.26%
72.54%
74.65%
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Eigenvalues
16.99
1.79
1.41
1.16
.99
.86
.76
.70

Table 3.3. Global indices of fit for one- through eight-factor solution exploratory models.
Model
Chi Square
RMSEA
CFI
SRMR
1-factor
1453.33*
.09
.83
.06
2-factor
1139.86*
0.8
.88
.04
3-factor
947.93*
.07
.91
.04
4-factor
793.53*
.06
.93
.03
5-factor
702.65*
.06
.94
.03
1
6-factor
538.15*
.05
.96
.02
7-factor
537.80*
.05
.96
.02
1
8-factor
395.27*
.04
.97
.02
Note. * denotes significant at p < .05
1
Models were estimated with one case (Item 2) removed due to inability to converge on
those solutions
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Table 3.4. Correlation matrix of one- through eight-factor exploratory solutions.
1
2
1
1.00
2
.44*
1.00
3
.69*
.53*
4
.65*
.38*
5
.51*
.37*
6
-.05
-.17
7
.25
.07
8
.16
.14
Note. * denotes p < .05

3

4

5

6

7

8

1.00
.62*
.71*
-.03
.10
.14

1.00
.51*
-.02
.08
.09

1.00
.00
.17
.04

1.00
.01
.06

1.00
.13

1.00
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Table 3.5. Item loadings for the proposed four-factor solution.
Item
Factor 1
Factor 2
Factor 3
Factor 4
Item R2 Values
#11
.47
---.75
1
#2
.65
---.51
#31
.65
---.46
1
#4
.43
---.54
#5
.59
---.50
#6
.65
---.40
#7
.69
---.30
#8
.72
---.41
#9
--.74
-.27
#10
--.64
-.42
#11
-.76
--.39
#12
-.61
--.36
#13
-.58
--.43
#14
-.68
--.38
#15
-.45
--.47
#16
-.43
--.41
#17
.44
---.36
#18
-.59
--.39
#19
-.79
--.47
#20
-.64
--.36
#21
-.60
--.50
#22
-.91
--.35
#23
-.64
--.45
#24
-.47
--.42
#25
-.48
--.33
#26
---.52
.26
#27
-.47
--.36
#28
-.45
--.33
#29
-.52
--.37
#30
-.28
--.96
#31
---.56
.32
#32
---.63
.29
#33
--.34
-.44
Note. R2 represents the variance accounted for in an item by the latent factor for which it serves as
an indicator
1
indicates items that were pulled from existing instruments. Remaining items were developed
based on focus group themes from the current study.
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Table 3.6. Inter-item correlation matrix.
Items
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

1

2
.51

3
.39
.72

4
.41
.49
.53

5
.33
.43
.533
.51

6
.37
.49
.55
.52
.60

7
.37
.53
.58
.55
.68
.77

8
.34
.55
.58
.52
.62
.69
.72

Items

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

.35
.45
.51
.47
.44
.57
.60
.54
.35
.47
.59
.59
.49
.60
.46
.54
.66

.21
.41
.39
.37
.36
.40
.49
.43
.36
.33
.59
.56
.50
.59
.45
.50
.55
.60

.35
.43
.53
.47
.55
.55
.56
.55
.38
.28
.56
.59
.56
.61
.60
.61
.63
.64
.56

.19
.32
.33
.42
.32
.32
.33
.35
.53
.29
.44
.45
.50
.43
.39
.54
.41
.35
.43
.43

.30
.36
.40
.46
.42
.42
.52
.47
.38
.34
.57
.62
.53
.63
.57
.61
.60
.59
.56
.68
.56

.27
.41
.47
.42
.52
.52
.56
.47
.42
.39
.51
.60
.53
.54
.57
.63
.59
.55
.57
.58
.56
.60

.28
.40
.45
.47
.40
.47
.51
.47
.47
.33
.47
.61
.52
.53
.65
.60
.51
.52
.51
.64
.44
.58
.62

.23
.38
.46
.47
.45
.50
.54
.50
.43
.37
.54
.64
.51
.59
.58
.63
.59
.61
.53
.62
.46
.57
.61
.70

.24
.41
.50
.53
.43
.46
.49
.44
.51
.42
.53
.62
.54
.59
.64
.66
.57
.53
.50
.63
.53
.59
.63
.67
.76

.27
.45
.51
.52
.53
.52
.56
.55
.46
.40
.59
.66
.58
.60
.59
.59
.65
.59
.60
.67
.511
.62
.66
.62
.63

.26
.43
.50
.49
.47
.51
.52
.53
.39
.37
.50
.62
.49
.56
.60
.57
.57
.56
.49
.61
.47
.63
.62
.57
.72
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9
.29
.44
.38
.44
.40
.41
.45
.43

10
.30
.26
.33
.36
.31
.35
.37
.27
.66

11
.35
.42
.49
.52
.46
.52
.55
.47
.47
.48

12
.35
.44
.53
.57
.51
.58
.62
.56
.52
.47
.69

13
.36
.45
.51
.49
.49
.51
.56
.49
.49
.40
.63
.65

14
.28
.43
.50
.48
.49
.53
.64
.55
.42
.37
.63
.64
.67

15
.30
.43
.45
.46
.40
.45
.47
.44
.4
.41
.52
.54
.61
.62

16
.32
.47
.48
.51
.47
.52
.56
.51
.55
.47
.54
.66
.59
.53
.58

17
.38
.50
.62
.53
.63
.59
.64
.61
.39
.33
.61
.62
.57
.61
.53
.62

29

30

31

32

33

.29
.47
.49
.44
.39
.51
.52
.47
.42
.36
.56.
.53
.59
.60
.59
.56
.54
.56
.53
.59
.52
.63
.57
.56
.63

.09
.08

.34
.45
.50
.56
.40
.54
.58
.53
.40
.34
.51
.61
.51
.58
.61
.56
.57
.58
.49
.59
.38
.59
.57
.65
.62

.29
.45
.48
.49
.43
.48
.56
.52
.49
.35
.49
.60
.60
.60
.61
.60
.55
.48
.49
.54
.45
.47
.54
.65
.67

.26
.34
.39
.43
.41
.45
.47
.42
.56
.52
.47
.56
.48
.48
.53
.59
.50
.42
.48
.52
.48
.53
.51
.56
.56

-.07
-.06

.02
.09
.05
.02
-.08

.00
.08
-.02

.08
.15
.06
.02
.00
.08
.01
.12
.00
.04
.06
-.03

.03

26
27
28
29
30
31
32

.68

.72
.73

.68
.63
.70

.03
-.03

.00
.09

.67
.68
.62
.68
-.03
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.72
.64
.63
.66
.03
.76

.55
.63
.53
.53
-.08

.57
.59

Table 3.7. New scale items correlated with select ASCS scales.
New
Items
New Items
Student
Engagement
Discipline
Structure
Respect for
Students
Willingness
to Seek
Help

Student
Engagement

Discipline
Structure

.44*

.51
.53*

Respect
for
Students
.56*
.62*

Willingness
to Seek
Help
.36*
.58*

Academic
Expectations

.59*

.41*

.44*

.62*

.54*

.29
.48*

.57*

Note. * denotes p < .05
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Figure 3.1. Visual depiction of the word frequency query.
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Figure 3.2. Parent and sub nodes developed as a result of youth focus groups.
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Figure 3.3. Results of exploratory factor analysis highlighting the four-factor solution

which best represents the newly developed scale. Standardized factor loadings, error
terms, and correlations of factors are presented.
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION
Although youth empowerment initiatives exist, inconsistent measurement
strategies such as the use of in-house measurement that lack validity prevent continued
momentum in this area. Based on the current understanding of empowerment and the
conceptualization offered in guiding theories, youth empowerment seems to be a
multidimensional concept that highlights internal aspects of an individual and is linked to
organizational structures, such as opportunities for youth to hold leadership positions,
access to a safe and supportive environment, and relationships with trusted adults
(Larson, 2000; The Search Institute, 2006). Phase I of the project reviewed the existing
literature in the area of youth empowerment, and highlighted the proposed
multidimensional aspect of youth empowerment. Building upon work of previous
researchers (e.g., Hock et al., 2015), empowerment was conceptualized as being made up
of behavioral, attitudinal, and affective components. However, this conceptualization of
empowerment was developed from the perspective of the existing literature in this area,
which was developed from the researchers’ perspectives and lacked inclusion of the
perspectives of youth which it targeted. Thus, Phase II of this project aimed to
incorporate youth perspectives to enhance understanding of empowerment from the target
population’s point of view and enable a valid measurement of empowerment in school
settings.
To date, little to no attention has been paid to youth empowerment in schools,
despite the environmental aspects that map onto to external assets associated with youth
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empowerment (The Search Institute, 2006; Bradshaw et al., 2014). That is, although
some validated measures of youth empowerment exist (e.g., Leffert, et al., 1998; Ozer &
Schotland, 2011), there are no validated measures within the public domain that assess
youth empowerment specifically within the school setting and that partner with youth
toward development of conceptualization of youth empowerment in schools. Schools are
an important contextual setting from which to examine empowerment, as although the
overarching concept of empowerment continues to be equivocal, distilling empowerment
within a specific organizational setting can increase our understanding of organizational
factors that can enhance youth empowerment to further our understanding of the
construct more broadly. In that vein, the current study aimed to develop a measure of
youth empowerment within school contexts using a mixed-methods strategy.
The current project emphasizes Phases II and III from the initial steps of
synthesizing the literature that took place during Phase I. Phase II focused on the
development of the measure, including partnering with youth stakeholders to better
understand their perspectives regarding youth empowerment within their schools. Phase
III included piloting the measure and conducting quantitative analyses in order to
determine the strength of the measure and to offer suggestions for its future use in school.
During Phase II of the project, high school aged youth from diverse backgrounds
participated in focus groups with the aim of discussing perspectives of youth
empowerment within their schools. Across four semi-structured focus groups, two
overarching themes were evident that related to enhanced empowerment within their
schools: opportunities available within their schools and specific climate factors. That is,
youth shared perspectives on opportunities that are offered within schools that enhance
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empowerment, such as student-led organizations and having student representation and
voice in large school-wide decisions. Youth also indicated climate factors that are
important to enhancing empowerment, such as having relationships with teachers and
having support from authority figures, such as principals and superintendents.
Examination of the literature during Phase I of the project indicated that according
to researchers’ perspectives, empowerment embodies behavioral, affective, and
attitudinal aspects (Hock et al., 2015). However, themes generated from youth
perspectives indicated that a stronger emphasis needs to be placed on the external aspects
of the setting that can provide the opportunities available for youth to feel supported and
empowered. For example, Hart’s Ladder of Engagement (Hart, 1992) articulated a
continuum of youth involvement in which true partnership and shared decision making is
thought to foster empowerment among youth. Indeed, youth perspectives in the current
project indicated that having access to opportunities that truly reflected shared decision
making and having the chance for youth to impact school policies seemed to be a
particularly salient aspect of empowerment in schools.
Existing literature and examination of youth initiatives that aim to enhance
empowerment (e.g., Harvard Family Research Project, 2002; Otis, 2009) seem to focus
primarily on enhancing internal assets of empowerment (The Search Institute, 2006) such
as hoping to impact students’ internal drive through developing specific interventions to
target external assets (The Search Institute, 2006). The emphasis in these initiatives is on
having youth feel a true connection and pride in developing these programs, but overlook
natural settings that can offer these opportunities for true partnership. Youth in the
current project emphasized the importance of feeling as though they have a true
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partnership with teachers and the associated feeling of pride that comes from feeling as
though they were truly included in a decision.
Furthermore, youth perspectives indicated that the climate of their schools were
an important aspect of feeling empowered, as they noted a need to feel supported and
heard when they present new ideas to their teachers. Taken together, the existing
literature emphasizes the importance of influencing positive developmental trajectories
through youth participation in projects, but fall short in truly capturing youth perspectives
on how empowerment can be fostered. Youth indicated that feeling as though students
being able to participate in activities that are truly student-led, that all students having
their voice heard regardless of their class standing, and that having opportunities for
students to impact school decisions are particularly important for fostering their
empowerment in schools. These themes go beyond the existing behavioral, attitudinal,
and affective conceptualization of empowerment, as it places the point of impact on the
partnership between the youth and the organizational setting, further emphasizing the
importance of the availability and accessibility of activities that truly allow for student
voice.
The importance of partnering with youth to co-construct an understanding of
empowerment in schools cannot be overstated, and is further highlighted by the retention
of only four of the 24 proposed items from existing scales. The scale was developed
through a thorough review of existing measures of youth empowerment and extraction of
items related to empowerment within the school setting. Additional items were developed
based on themes and phrasing captured in the youth focus groups. Of the 82 items that
were presented to an expert panel that consisted of professionals in youth mental health,
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development, and scale development, only four existing items were retained. This
highlights an important need that was fulfilled in the current study, namely that this is the
first known effort to systematically include youth perspectives in empowerment scale
development. Using youth input in generating items resulted in enhancing the
measurement in this area, as their perspectives seemed to more closely address the
concept of youth empowerment in schools than did previous measures, based on expert
panel review of both existing items and newly constructed items. Furthermore, their
views on empowerment and factors that are related to empowerment within schools has
yet to be captured in existing conceptualizations of empowerment. Existing measures
were developed with the absence of youth input with the target goal of measuring
empowerment among youth. Given the results of the current study in which generated
themes of empowerment and associated retained items in the proposed scale did not
match with the existing efforts in empowerment brings to question the true construct
which has been assessed in other empowerment efforts to date. That is, exclusion of
youth perspectives has limited researchers’ ability to truly discern empowerment from the
target population’s experience, and thus, the existing measurement falls short of
providing a useful and valid measurement of their experiences.
Phase III of the study piloted the measure to 257 high school students and
analyzed the structure of the measure, examined the strength of the measure, and
examined the validity indicators of the measure.
The first aim of Phase III was concerned with examining the structure analysis of
the measure based on examination of fit indices and error variances. Although
examination of global fit indices alone indicated that the eight-factor solution provided

80

the best statistical fit of the data, additional data evaluating the factor structure did not
support the larger models. That is, examination of the variance explained as well as the
change in variance with added factors indicated that the significant variance explained to
the model plateaued at approximately five factors. Furthermore, using eigenvalues of at
least a value of 1 as a guide for factor extraction (Williams et al., 2010) provided support
for a four-factor solution. Examination of item loadings and interpretation of associated
scales offered further support for the more parsimonious, four-factor model of youth
empowerment in schools (see Figure 3.3).
Review of the literature during Phase I of this project indicated that youth
empowerment may be best explained by three dimensions: behavioral, attitudinal, and
affective dimensions which interact with the setting. However, findings from the current
study that incorporated youth perspectives toward development of understanding
empowerment in schools indicated that empowerment may be best captured by four
factors. The four factors that were identified according to the current results were:
activities truly being student-led, opportunities for youth voice, all students being
represented, and having teacher support for student initiatives.
Youth indicated that the most salient asset toward empowerment was having
access to opportunities that allowed them to provide their input and serve in leadership
positions. That is, youth perspectives highlighted several factors related specifically to
opportunities available to them in school. For example, having access to clubs and
activities that were youth-led as well as having student voice toward activities and
decisions made for the school were noted as primary factors that enhance empowerment.
In the focus groups, students identified a desire to feel as though activities were truly led
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by students, rather than students only having control in a more perfunctory fashion. This
aspect of empowerment highlights the need for students to have opportunities for
leadership, and to feel a sense of pride and connection over those initiatives that they
have directly taken an effort to develop. For instance, the item “Students have
opportunities to influence decision making on policies” on the “student voice” factor
seems to capture the view that youth strive to be connected to their schools through
involvement in higher decisions that impact policies. Furthermore, the item “My school
provides opportunities for students to lead activities” on the “student-led activities” factor
highlights the desire for students to have ownership over their own clubs and activities.
Additionally, youth emphasized the need for a representation of all student
perspectives as being empowering in schools. For instance, all youth focus groups
reflected on the perspective that having perspectives of students who are not necessarily
high achieving embodies an empowering school beyond just asking for perspectives from
student council or other organizations that require academic standing for participation.
Students emphasized the need for empowerment to be accessible to all students, and
should not be contingent on student performance in order to have access to activities that
further their positive development. For example, the item “My school allows
opportunities for students to share ideas even if they aren’t involved in a school club” on
the “all students represented” factor highlights the drive for empowerment opportunities
to be readily available to all students. This nuanced reflection of student voice and the
associated impact on empowerment has to date not been captured in research on youth
empowerment, as existing efforts tend to focus on interventions with sub-groups or
targeted groups of youth, rather than implementing more population level efforts that are
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available to all youth. Importantly, this aspect was captured through the inclusion of
youth perspectives in the current project.
In addition to having opportunities available that reflect true student leadership,
decision making, and opportunities for the entirety of the student body, youth emphasized
the need for an organizational climate that can support student voice. This most strongly
relates to the Positive Youth Development perspective of empowerment (The Search
Institute, 2006), and highlights the need for a supportive and nurturing environment to be
in place to foster youth development. That is, students in the focus group reflected on the
importance of having adults that are trustworthy and who will guide students toward
developing their ideas and completing their visions in schools. For example, the item
“Adults in my school support student ideas” on the “teacher support” factor highlighted
the need for supportive adult-youth interactions toward enhancing empowerment.
Youth shared that regardless of their internal drive to make changes in their
schools, that often their visions are not able to be completed without support from
teachers. Thus, external assets of empowerment were highlighted by youth as being
particularly salient and a necessary aspect toward fostering their empowerment.
Examining youth perspectives and the associated factors of the newly developed scale
indicate that focusing on the internal assets of empowerment alone, as the hypothesized
definition of empowerment representing only behavioral, attitudinal, and affective
domains, seems to overlook the importance and need for external assets to be in place.
These external assets allow opportunities for youth to access that can drive their
meaningful engagement and foster their empowerment. That is, existing literature
highlights the psychological components of constructs such as engagement and
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empowerment (Hock et al., 2015; Holden et al., 2004; Kaplan et al., 2009), and take little
consideration for the organizational constraints that impact empowerment. Findings from
the current study highlight the true importance of those external assets included in the
PYD model (The Search Institute, 2006), and indicate that without certain organizational
structures, such as opportunities for leadership and access to supportive adults, that
internal assets will not be able to be fostered.
Although theoretical underpinnings of empowerment through the PYD model
(The Search Institute, 2006), such as the importance of external assets of a setting and
shared decision making were consistent with the current findings, existing practice and
research articulations of empowerment do not seem to capture empowerment in the same
vein as the findings from the current study. School practitioners and researchers
interested in using schools as an organizational setting to foster empowerment can use the
themes and the instrument developed in the current study toward better understanding
how their schools currently contribute to the empowerment among their students.
Findings from the current student emphasize the need for organizational structures to be
in place for youth to access in order to feel as though they have the opportunity for
meaningful input. School personnel can build on existing structures in the school and
allow for youth to have meaningful input at all tiers of service, such as including youth as
contributors on school decision teams. When youth are provided the opportunity to
provide meaningful input on school policies and to have meaningful decision making
about important issues in their schools, schools can become more of a “collaborative
community of learners” (Quaglia Institute for Student Aspirations, 2014). Indeed, when
youth perceive higher equity in schools, they are more likely to report more connection to
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their school as well (Debnam et al., 2013). Furthermore, youth report a connection
between the perception of being heard and that voice being respected to feeling more
empowered to make a difference in their environment (Russell et al., 2009), as well as to
enhanced relationships with teachers, peers, and increased participation in their schools
(Quaglia Institute for Student Aspirations, 2014).
The second aim in Phase III was concerned with the strength of the measure based
on reliability indicators. Examination of Cronbach’s alpha for the scale provided a
measure of internal consistency. The alpha was high (α = .97) for the overall scale,
indicating very strong internal reliability for the scale. Examination of individual scales
indicated good to high internal consistency (range α = .80 to .94), indicating the measure
provided a consistent measurement of the construct. Existing measures of youth
empowerment across settings have alpha values that range from .80 to .97 (Jones &
Perkins, 2005; Ozer & Schotland, 2011; The Search Institute, 2006; Walker et al., 2010),
indicating that the current measure demonstrated alpha values consistent with existing
measures.
The final aim in Phase III was concerned with understanding the validity of the
proposed measure. External validity was assessed in two ways: through inclusion of
expert panels and diverse youth toward the development of items. Youth input was
unique to this project, but the selection of youth further added support to the potential
generalizability and external validity of the findings. That is, a maximum variation
selection process was used in order to increase the diversity of the student perspectives
that were gathered. Furthermore, schools that differed on socioeconomic status and
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regional status were purposefully targeted in order to maximize the diversity of
perspectives that were captured during focus groups.
Validity was also established through convergent validity of youth empowerment
through its comparison to a similar construct, school climate. Whereas school climate
focuses on multiple aspects of the school environment, such as teacher-student
relationships, equity treatment of students, academic expectations, among other factors
(Fan et al., 2011), the climate factors related to empowerment captured more of a warm
and welcoming environment from staff that encouraged student-staff interactions.
Furthermore, many students noted not only needing a trusted teacher, but feeling as
though they received support for their ideas when they shared them with teachers, a
concept not directly captured by school climate. Nevertheless, the two factors are
theoretically similar, and thus a sound measure of youth empowerment in schools should
relate to measures of school climate (DeVellis, 2012). Indeed, based on examination of
correlations between selected scales of the ASCS (Cornell, 2016), a psychometrically
sound measure of school climate, and the items toward the universal set of item in youth
empowerment indicates that the two concepts are related. The new items yielded a
moderate correlation with school climate, supporting the aim. Through understanding
how the scale performs compared to scales that assess similar constructs, we can build
the nomological net that helps us better understand the theoretical nature of the concept
of empowerment and provides evidence toward the validity of the new scale items
(DeVellis, 2012).
Taken together, the results of the scale indicate development of a
psychometrically supported measure of youth empowerment in schools. Future work
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should continue to examine how the scale performs with new and diverse samples, as
continued evidence toward the way in which the scale functions with diverse students
adds to the validity of the scale and aides in ensuring youth empowerment can be a
continued focus in future endeavors in schools. Furthermore, examining of the scale with
new and diverse samples will aide in determining the items that best capture the construct
of empowerment in schools to strengthen the measure for future use.
Limitations and Future Directions
The results should be interpreted in light of several limitations. For example, the
nature of working in a school environment may have resulted in unknown and
unaccounted for influences on the results. That is, there was an event scheduled on the
same day of the survey administration that ran concurrently to the survey that the primary
investigator was unaware of until arriving to administer the survey. The other event
involved student pledges to take a stand against bullying, and it is possible that the nature
of the event could have impacted student responses to their perceptions of youth
empowerment in their school. Similarly, the pledge event took place during the same
class period as the administration of the survey, resulting in students splitting time
between completing the survey and the pledge. It is possible that students were more
rushed to complete the survey, and several students did require extra time to complete the
survey as a result. The nature of schools oftentimes includes unforeseen events and
requires flexible administration. However, future research with new samples may want to
take extra precaution to limit potentially confounding events such as this.
In that same vein, the time limit of the class period in which the survey was
administered may have impacted the scale development, as it limited the number of items
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that could be administered. That is, even without the additional event taking place, the
class period ran for approximately 20 minutes. Given the need to administer the new
items as well as existing scales toward building convergent validity, the development of
the scale was somewhat limited by time factors that are specific to this school. In the
future working with schools that may have longer time limits or more flexible time
periods for administration may allow for comparison to more scales to further build the
nomological net of youth empowerment.
In addition, when conducting qualitative work and using the target population’s
input toward development of a new product, it is important to ensure that the researcher
has adequately captured their viewpoints. That is, the focus groups were intended to
communicate the development of new items where previous measures did not seem to
adequately capture youth empowerment within their schools. However, once items were
constructed, the youth were not contacted again to provide feedback to the structure and
wording of the questions. That is, allowing the participants to view the items and ensure
they are representative of the participant’s views, as compared to the researcher’s
interpretation of the participant’s views represents the highest validity of qualitative
work. However, due to the timeline of the current project, partnering with the youth from
the focus groups to review items was not realistic, and therefore their input on item
construction did not extend beyond their involvement in the focus groups. Particularly in
the area of empowering youth, this is an area of importance for future work to ensure that
youth’s perspectives are captured accurately and adequately with the new item pool.
Similarly, it is possible that through presenting a shortened definition to students
during the focus group could have impacted the discussion of empowerment within
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schools. Comparatively, allowing the students to co-construct a definition of
empowerment and use that definition toward discussing empowerment in schools could
have led to different results, and may have therefore limited the true generalizability of
the results here, as the definition was ultimately influenced by the researcher. Allowing
students to generate their own definition of empowerment at the start of the focus group
would have further lead to a unique understanding of the conceptualization of
empowerment among youth.
Future work in research of youth empowerment in schools should aim to better
understand how the items function for different populations. For example, the scale
should be administered to new samples in order to confirm that the current results and
dimensional structure of empowerment is upheld across samples. Furthermore, it is
possible that subgroups of students hold differing perceptions related to empowerment
within schools that needs to be better understood. Future work in this area should
examine whether students of different genders, race, grade level, or financial standing
respond differently to the items.
Prior to future administrations, however, some items should be extracted from the
scale with the goal of strengthening the measure for future use. For instance, some items
load on multiple factors indicating either potentially problematic redundancy in the items,
or do not indicate strong enough loadings on to the factors and therefore are not strong
enough items to capture the latent variable. For instance, removing items that indicated
higher residual variance and lower factor loadings will serve to strengthen the scale for
future use. Extraction of items that do not strongly contribute to our interpretation of the
associated scales will serve to further refine the scale. Therefore, future work in this area
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should aim to further explore the more parsimonious scale with new and diverse samples
in order to further our understanding of youth empowerment in schools.
The strength of the current measure is highlighted by its inclusion of youth
perspectives alongside the synthesis of the literature as well as the psychometric findings
of the measure. Schools should continue to focus on the role they can play in enhancing
empowerment among their students, as they are naturally positioned to foster a strong
sense of self that is linked to multiple positive developmental assets (The Search Institute,
2006). Given the current structure of schools includes multitier systems of supports, there
are multiple opportunities for students to serve as leaders and provide their input at each
tier. For instance, schools that provide opportunities for students to develop events and
drive services available to other students in need may serve to foster empowerment,
based on perspectives of students in the present study.
Development of a scale assessing youth empowerment in the school setting using
youth perspectives is an endeavor that to date has received little rigorous attention in the
research. As discussed throughout, as youth spend the majority of their day within the
school environment, discussions of youth empowerment are intertwined with those of
SMH, as both emphasize the importance of positive youth development and fostering
positive developmental trajectories (Bradshaw et al., 2014; McCutcheon, et al., 2014; The
Search Institute, 2006; Weist, 1997). Therefore, as the field continues to emphasize the
importance of youth mental wellness and resiliency (Simonsen, et al., 2007),
development of a valid measure to assess youth empowerment within schools is needed.
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APPENDIX A: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Focus group draft questions
*Display definition of empowerment as “taking control of your life”
1. Based on the definition of empowerment shown, what does that look like for you
in your school?
2. What does being engaged in your school or community mean? What does it look
like?
3. How does your school engage youth in activities in a way that supports them
taking control of their life?
4. How are students included in the decision making at your school?
a. How would you like to be?
b. What would that look like?
5. How are students able to impact the climate or the services available in your
school?
6. Ideally, what would you like to see in interactions between students and faculty?
a. How would you change those if you could?
7. What role do you think students should have in working with faculty at your
school?
8. How can students impact services like counseling at your school?
9. Is there anything else about empowerment in your schools you would like to
share?
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APPENDIX B: FULL ITEM POOL PRESENTED TO EXPERT PANEL
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APPENDIX C: FINAL VERSION OF SURVEY ADMINISTERED TO YOUTH
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